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Being created free by God, man is naturally obliged to benefit from this divine gift.
[Thus] state authority should be realized in the way which will least limit the freedom of the individual. . . .
The right of the sultan in our country is to govern on the basis of the will of the people and the principles of freedom.
His title is “one charged with kingship” [after all], not “owner of kingship.”

—Ottoman Muslim intellectual Namik Kemal,in his journal Hiirriyet
(Liberty), July 20, 1868
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Glossary

Abbasid. Islamic dynasty that held the seat of the caliphate from 750 to 1258; its capital was Baghdad.

Abode of Islam (dar al-Islam). Lands ruled by Muslims according to the Shariah (Islamic law).

Abode of Treaty (dar al-ahd or dar al-sulh). Lands ruled by non-Muslims who negotiated treaties with a
Muslim state.

Abode of Trial (dar al-ibtila). A term used by medieval Muslim scholars to define the world as a testing
ground for humans to use their free will.

Abode of War (dar al-harb). Lands ruled by non-Muslims that are considered enemy territory.

Allah. The Arabic word for God, used by Muslims and Arabic-speaking Christians.

al-Maturidi. The tenth-century founder of a school of theology open to reason and free will; an alternative
to Asharism.

Almohavids. A rigid Berber Muslim dynasty that conquered much of northern Africa and southern Spain in
the twelfth century.

Anatolia. The westernmost point of Asia, also known as Asia Minor. It also has been used to refer to less
privileged parts of Turkey vis-a-vis major cities such as Istanbul.

Anatolian Tigers. Successful Anatolia-based companies that have emerged since the 1980s; similar to
such other terms as the Celtic Tiger, Asian Tigers.

Asharism. School of theology, created by al-Ashari, that is skeptical of reason and free will.

ayatollah. “Token of God,” the highest rank among Shiite clerics.

Banu Qurayza. An ancient Jewish tribe that lived in northern Arabia until its conflict with the Prophet
Muhammad.

Basij. A paramilitary volunteer militia in the Islamic Republic of Iran, active in “morality” policing and
suppression of dissidents.

Battle of Badr (624). The first military encounter between the Muslims of Medina and the pagans of
Mecca.

Battle of Siffin (657). A part of the first Muslim civil war, fought on the banks of the Euphrates between
the supporters of Ali and the supporters of Muawiyah.

Battle of the Trench (627). An unsuccessful siege of Medina by the pagans of Mecca.

Battle of Uhud (625). The second military encounter between the Muslims of Medina and the pagans of
Mecca.

Bedouin. A predominantly desert-dwelling, nomadic, Arab ethnic group.

bey. An honorific Turkish title for men.

bid’a. “Innovation”; an unacceptable departure from the alleged tradition of the Prophet Muhammad.

burqa. An all-enveloping garment worn by some Muslim women.

caliph. A “successor” to the Prophet Muhammad and thus the leader of the Muslim community for Sunnis.
The first four successors were the Rightly Guided Caliphs. The institution itself is called the caliphate.

Committee of Union and Progress (CUP or I'ttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti). A revolutionary group
founded by a branch of the Young Turk movement in 1889; it took total control of the Ottoman Empire after
1913.

Coptic Christians. A major ethnoreligious group in Egypt.

dhimmi. Non-Muslims—typically, Jews and Christians—who received “protected” status in Islamic lands.

Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet I's leri Bas ,kanlig1). The official religious body formed by
the Republic of Turkey in 1924 to replace the Ottoman religious institutions. Based on the Hanafi school.

Ecumenical Patriarch. The Greek patriarch of Constantinople, first among equals in the Eastern Orthodox
communion.

efendi. An honorific title for men in the Ottoman Empire.

fatwa. A legal opinion issued by a Muslim religious scholar.

fez. A red cap worn by Ottoman men before the 1925 Hat Reform in Turkey.

figh. Islamic jurisprudence as developed by jurists. Shariah is the ideal, figh (fikih in Turkish) is the actual
practice.

Franks (or sometimes Francs). Western Europeans in the Islamic Middle East, often associated with
crusading armies.

Garpcilar. “Westernists”; a particularly secularist group among the Young Turks of the late Ottoman
Empire.

Hadiths. “Reports, news, sayings”; a collection of literature that claims to communicate the Sunna
(tradition) of the Prophet Muhammad.

Halakha. The legal side of Judaism, as distinct from Haggadah, the nonlegal material.

Hanafi. Major Sunni Islamic law school, often the most flexible and lenient.

Hanbali. Major Sunni Islamic law school, often the most rigid. Its modern form is Wahhabism, practiced
primarily in Saudi Arabia.

Hejaz. The west-central region of the Arabian Peninsula, where Mecca and Medina are located.

Herod. The name of successive kings who ruled the Holy Land before and during the time of Jesus.



Herodian. A Jewish political faction, the partisans of Herod.

hijra. The “migration” of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina in 622.

hodja (or hoca). “Teacher”; Turkish term for learned men, often religious but also secular.

hurriyah. “Freedom” or “liberty” (htrriyet in Turkish).

ijtihad. “Striving, truth-seeking”; independent reasoning in the interpretation of Islamic law.

imam. Prayer leader in Sunni Islam, often one in an official or governmental post. He plays a more
prominent role in Shiism as a successor to the Prophet.

Independence Tribunals. Arbitrary courts that Turkey’s Kemalist regime established to eliminate political
opponents.

intellectualism (or rationalism). In theology, the idea that God is rational and that His principles can be
understood (at least partly) by the human intellect.

iqta. Land grant from a ruler in return for military or administrative services by a client.

Islahat Edict (Islahat Hatt-1 Hiimayunu). The Ottoman “Reform” declaration of 1856, which established
full legal equality for citizens of all religions.

Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS). A political party that aims to establish Malaysia as a country based on
Islamic law.

Islamism. A modern political ideology devising an “Islamic state” by borrowing from Islam as a religion but
also from other ideologies such as socialism and nationalism.

istihsan. “Legal preference” for the sake of the common good; a tool used in Islamic jurisprudence.

Jabriyyah. “Proponents of enforcement”; early Islamic school that denied free will and promoted
predestination.

Jadidism. From the word jadid (new), an Islamic renewal movement in late-nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century Russia, in contrast to the conservative Qadimism.

Jjahiliyah. “Ignorance”; a Muslim term describing the pre-Islamic period in Arabia.

Jahmiya. An early and little-known Islamic sect with views similar to those of the Mutazilites.

Jamaat-e-Islami. An Islamist political party in Pakistan founded in 1941.

Jjihad. “Struggle” for God; not necessarily but often a military effort for the defense or the advancement of
Islam and the Muslim community.

jihadism. Extremist Islamist movement that focuses on military jihad, often by way of terrorism.

Ka’ba. Literally, “cube”; the cube-shaped main Muslim sanctuary in Mecca, believed to have been built by
Abraham and his son Ishmael as the world’s first monotheist temple.

kadi (or gadi). Religious judge or municipal commissioner (kadi in Turkish) in Muslim lands.

kanun. Sultanic law in the Ottoman Empire used to complement and at times replace Islamic law.

Karaite. A Jewish sect that accepts only the Torah as religious law and repudiates the Talmud.

Kemalism. Political ideology—devised by Mustafa Kemal Atatirk and his followers—that focused on
nationalism, secularism, and “statism.”

Kemalist Revolution. The political and cultural revolution in Turkey between 1925 and 1950 under the
rule of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk and his followers.

Kharijites. “Dissenters”; a militant sect in early Islam that denounced all other Muslims and waged war on
them. Only a moderate form has survived to date, and it is very marginal.

Khilafat Movement. A political campaign by Muslims in India to influence the British government and to
protect the Ottoman caliphate in the aftermath of World War 1.

kufr. “Blasphemy” or “disbelief.” One who is in kufr is a kafir, an infidel. The term literally means “to hide
by covering,” so a kafir is one who “hides” the truth even though he has seen it.

laiklik. The self-styled official secularism of Republican Turkey; adopted from the French word laicité.

madrasa. “School” in Arabic; more commonly, a place for Muslim learning.

Mahdi. Muslim messianic figure expected to return in the “end times.” More important in Shiite theology
than in Sunni doctrine.

Maliki. One of the four schools of law in Sunni Islam.

Mecca. Islam’s holiest city, where the Ka’ba, the object of Muslim pilgrimage, is located.

Mecelle (Mecelle-i Ahkam-1 Adliye). The civil code of the Ottoman Empire in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. It was based on the Hanafi legal tradition but also included many adaptations.

Medina. Islam’s second-holiest city, where the tomb of the Prophet Muhammad is located.

mihna. “Trial”; specifically, the inquisition established by the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’mun in the early ninth
century.

Milli Gorius,. “National Outlook,” Turkey’s main political Islamist movement founded in the late 1960s; it
has morphed into various political parties.

mufti. A specialist in Islamic law who is eligible to deliver a fatwa, or legal opinion.

Muhammad. The Prophet of Islam who received the revelations of the Qur’an. Unlike Jesus in Christianity,
Muhammad had no superhuman qualities, according to the Qur’an, although Muslim tradition later attributed
to him some superhuman aspects.

mujahid. One who engages in jihad, the holy struggle for God.

mullah. A Muslim cleric educated in Islamic theology and sacred law.

Murjiites. “Postponers”; a school of theology in early Islam that promoted pluralism by saying that



theological disputes should be “postponed” to the afterlife to be settled by God.

MUSI AD. The Independent Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association of Turkey, founded in 1990 by
conservative Muslim businessmen.

Muslim. “One who submits” and becomes an adherent of Islam by testifying, “There is no god but God, and
Muhammad is His messenger.”

Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan al-Muslimun). The world’s oldest and largest Islamist
political group, founded in 1928 in Egypt by schoolteacher Hasan al-Banna.

Mutawwa’in. “Volunteers” (sing.: Mutawwa); a casual term for the government-sanctioned religious
police in Saudi Arabia.

Mutazilites. Followers of a school of theology in early Islam that defended free will and emphasized the
legitimate role of reason as well as revelation in the pursuit of truth. Their membership declined after the
third century of Islam, but traces of their philosophy survived, most notably, in the Hanafi and Maturidi
schools.

Nagshbandis. Members of a major spiritual order (tarikat) in Sufism.

National Action League. A Syria-based pan-Arab movement active between 1932 and 1940.

Nizam-1 Cedid. “New Order”; a series of Ottoman reforms under Sultan Selim III in the late eighteenth
century.

Nizamiye courts. Secular “regulation” courts initiated by the Ottoman Empire in 1869.

Nur movement. Popular civil Islamic movement in twentieth-century Turkey inspired by the writings of
Said Nursi. Its members are known as Nurcus.

Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC). An international organization founded in 1969 to
safeguard the rights of Muslims worldwide. Fifty-seven Muslim-majority states are members.

Orientalist. A Western scholar who studies the societies and cultures of the Orient—i.e., the “near” and
“far” East.

Ottomanism. The nineteenth-century Ottoman policy of establishing equality by creating an “Ottoman”
identity, regardless of religion or ethnicity.

pan-Islam. The idea that all of the world’s Muslims should be unified in a political structure.

pas,a. A military commander or distinguished statesman in the Ottoman Empire.

patriarch. The spiritual and political leader in Eastern Christian denominations.

patrimonialism. A form of governance in which all power flows directly from an autocratic leader.

People of Reason (ahl al-ray). The early Islamic juristic and theological school that relied on reason as
the second source after the Qur’an and suspected the authenticity of the Hadiths. They opposed the People of
Tradition.

People of the Book (ahl al-Kitab). Qur’anic term for non-Muslim religious groups with a revealed
scripture; typically refers to Christians and Jews.

People of Tradition (ahl al-hadith). The early Islamic juristic school that upheld the Hadiths of the
Prophet as an alternative to reason. They opposed the People of Reason.

Pharisees. Conservative Jews during the time of Jesus who preached a strict adherence to Jewish law and
rejection of Hellenism.

Progressive Republican Party (PRP or Terakkiperver Cumhuriyet Firkasi). A liberal political party
founded in Republican Turkey in 1924 and closed down by the regime six months later.

Qadarites (or Qadaris). One of Islam’s earliest schools of theology, whose members defended free will and
opposed the political tyranny of the ruling Umayyad dynasty. They were the precursors of the Mutazilites.

Qadimism. From the word gadim (old), a movement that promoted Islamic traditionalism in late-
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Russia, especially in contrast to the reformist Jadidism.

giyas. “Analogical reasoning,” a tool used in Islamic jurisprudence.

Qur’an. Literally, “recitation”; Muslim scripture revealed to the Prophet Muhammad in segments over a
period of twenty-three years.

Rabbanite. The medieval Jewish tradition that respected the authority of oral law (Talmud), as opposed to
the Karaites, who only valued the scripture (Torah).

Ramadan. The holy month of the Islamic lunar calendar during which Muslims fast between sunrise and
sunset.

Republican People’s Party (RPP or CHP, Cumhuriyet Halk Firkasi). The political party, founded in
1923 by Mustafa Kemal Atatirk, that established a “single-party regime” by eliminating all political
opposition.

riba. “Excess, increase,” a financial action denounced in the Qur’an. There is consensus that this refers to
usury; whether it also refers to the charging of interest continues to be debated.

Rightly Guided Caliphs. A term used by Sunni Muslims for the first four successors of the Prophet. Shiites
only revere the fourth caliph, Ali.

Sadducees. A party of elitist Jews during the time of Jesus who were willing to cooperate with Rome and
incorporate Hellenism into their lives.

sahih. Literally, “sound”; Hadiths that are considered to be authentic reports from the Prophet Muhammad.

Salafi. A Muslim individual or movement desirous of returning to the ways of the salaf, the pious forebears
or the earliest generations of Islam. While some nineteenth-century Salafis were modernists, the movement



increasingly turned fundamentalist.

Saracens. European term used during the time of the Crusades to refer to Arabs and even all Muslims.

Saudi. “Of Saud,” a dynasty that has founded and ruled successive states in central Arabia since the mid-
eighteenth century.

s,eyh-iil I'slam. The highest cleric in the Ottoman state, responsible for guiding the executive according
to the Shariah.

Shafi. A major Sunni Islamic law school, often more conservative than Hanafi.

Shariah. Islamic law developed by scholars; based on the Qur’an and the Hadiths.

sharif. “Noble, exalted”; honorary title given to descendants of the Prophet Muhammad.

Shiites. “Followers” of Ali, regarding him as the true successor of the Prophet Muhammad and believing in
the divinely inspired wisdom of his bloodline. About 15 percent of all Muslims are Shiites.

shura. The Qur’anic principle of “mutual consultation.”

Sicarii. “Daggermen”; an extremist splinter group of the Jewish Zealots, who assassinated Roman
officials and their collaborators using concealed daggers called sicae.

Sola Scriptura. “By scripture alone”; the Protestant doctrine that the scripture contains all knowledge
necessary for salvation.

Sufism. The inner mystical dimension of Islam, aiming at raising the God-consciousness of individual
Muslims.

Sunna. The Prophet Muhammad’s example for Muslims as recorded in the Hadiths.

Sunni. The main branch of Islam, which puts great emphasis on the Sunna (tradition) of the Prophet as a
source of belief, along with the Qur’an. About 85 percent of all Muslims are Sunnis.

Taliban. Literally, “students”; a radical Sunni Islamist political movement that governed Afghanistan from
1996 to 2001.

Tanzimat Edict (Giilhane Hatt-1 s erifi). The Ottoman “Reorganization” declaration of 1839, which
initiated an era of extensive modernization.

tarikat. Literally, “way, path”; an Islamic religious order within the Sufi tradition.

ta’wil. Allegorical interpretation of the Qur’an and other religious texts, as opposed to literalism.

TUSI'AD. The Turkish Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association, the top business association in
Turkey, founded in 1971; similar to the Business Roundtable in the United States.

Ulama. “Scholars”; traditionally used to refer to Islamic jurists and theologians (ulema in Turkish).

Umayyad. The first hereditary Islamic caliphate; a dynasty that ruled from Damascus from 661 to 750,
when overthrown by the Abbasids.

umma. The worldwide Muslim community of believers.

urf. Local customs in any given society, which both the Qur’an and Islamic jurisprudence recognize.

vizier. A high-ranking official in the Ottoman Empire (vezir in Turkish); equivalent to a minister.

voluntarism. In theology, the idea that God should be defined as an absolute power whose actions cannot
and should not be explained through reason; the opposite of intellectualism.

Wahhabi. Adherent of a strict and literalist interpretation of Islam based on the teachings of Muhammad
Abd-al-Wahhab; a revived form of the Hanbali school.

wagqf. Muslim religious foundation (vakif in Turkish) whose profits are used for charitable purposes.

Young Ottomans. A group of Ottoman intellectuals who emerged in the 1860s and advocated a liberal
agenda compatible with Islamic norms.

Young Turks. An intellectual and political movement that emerged toward the end of the nineteenth
century and gradually dominated the Ottoman Empire. They were secularist and nationalist (especially when
compared to the Young Ottomans).

zakat. “Purification”; almsgiving of some portion of a Muslim’s wealth. One of the five pillars of Islam.

Zealots. A political movement in first-century Judaism that sought to incite the Jews to rebel against
the Roman Empire.



Introduction

Nothing is what it seems.
—Al Pacino, in The Recruit (2003)

I GREW UP IN ANKARA, Turkey’s capital, as (then) the only child of a middle-class family. My father was a
newspaper columnist—a career I would also pursue—and my mother was a primary-school teacher. They were
both Muslim believers but too busy with daily life to find time to teach me about religion. Therefore, when my
grandfather, a very devout Muslim, suggested that he could help me become better acquainted with God, my
parents happily supported the idea. At the time, I was about eight, not doing much during the summer holiday
besides playing with other kids on the street; my grandfather lived, with my equally pious and bighearted
grandmother, just a few blocks from our apartment. So we all agreed that I would visit my grandparents in
the mornings and, after enjoying their delicious breakfasts, receive a crash course in Islam.

In the next couple of weeks, my grandfather spent a few hours every day showing me how to perform the
regular Muslim prayers, took me to the neighborhood mosque, and taught me to form Arabic letters and
words with colorful beads. My first big achievement was to write the pillar of the Muslim faith: La Ilahe
Illallah, or, “There is no god but God.” My grandfather also told me stories about prophets such as Yusuf
(Joseph) or Musa (Moses), while I listened with juvenile curiosity and novice religiosity. I truly enjoyed
learning about God and the religion He had revealed.

One day, in my grandfather’s library, I came across a prayer book with three quotes on its back cover. The
first two quotes were from the Qur’an, and they were about how and why God created humanity. One was the
verse: “He it is Who made for you the ears and the eyes and the hearts; little is it that you give thanks.”l I was
deeply touched by this message. For the first time, I realized that my sight, hearing, and feelings are “given”
to me by God. Surely, I said to myself, I should thank Him more.

But the third quote on the book’s cover, which was from another source called Hadiths (sayings), was not
moving but disturbing. “If your children do not start praying at the age of ten,” it said, “then beat them up.”

I was horrified. I knew that my grandfather—a kind, compassionate man—would never even talk rudely to
me, let alone beat me. But here I was, eight years old, discovering that my religion—the religion I was so
enjoying learning about—instructed parents and grandparents to hurt their children. I was shaken up.

When I brought this quote to the attention of my grandfather, he comforted me with a smile, reassuring me
that the “beating” suggestion was for ill-behaved children, not nice ones like me. And such punishment was,
he added, for their own good.

Although relieved by my grandfather’s words, I was not fully satisfied. Why, I asked myself, would God ask
parents to beat their children to force them into prayer? It seemed not only cruel but also unreasonable.
Forcing a child—or any person—into a religious practice could never produce a sincere religiosity. Wouldn’t a
prayer be meaningless, I thought, if you were saying it not because you wanted to connect with God but
because you wished to avoid a slap in your face?

Tue LanDs oF THE UNFREE

Three decades have passed since those summer days in my grandparents’ house, but my gnawing suspicion
about the if-they-don’t-pray-then-beat-them-up strategy has stayed with me. The more I studied Islamic
literature and Muslim societies, the more I found examples of that oppressive mindset. And I continued to
ask: Is this really what Islam enjoins?

Today, the same question haunts the minds of millions of my coreligionists—and millions of others. Is Islam
a religion of coercion and repression? Or is it compatible with the idea of liberty—that individuals have full
control over their lives and are free to be religious, irreligious, or whatever they wish to be?

There are many good reasons to ask these questions. Islamic societies in the contemporary world are really
not the beacons of freedom. In extreme cases, such as Saudi Arabia, there is the weird phenomenon called
the Mutawwa’in, the religious police, who monitor people on the streets and “correct” behaviors that they
find “un-Islamic.” If prayer time approaches and you are not preparing for worship, the Mutawwa’in, with
sticks in their hands, may come by to ensure that you head to the mosque. They also force Saudi women to
cover their entire bodies, and disallow even a friendly chat with the opposite sex. The Saudi kingdom also
closely monitors its borders and bans “un-Islamic” products and publications. Other faiths such as
Christianity are not allowed to proselytize—or even to exist within the kingdom’s borders.

The Islamic Republic of Iran presents somewhat softer examples of oppression. There, women are granted
better status than in Saudi Arabia, there is some public space for free discussion, and there are a few
relatively democratic institutions, such as a parliament. But Iranian society is still very far from being free.
Women are still forced to obey the perceived Islamic dress code. Families must remove satellite dishes from
their rooftops so they won’t be exposed to Western television. Political dissidents are crushed. And the final
word in governance belongs to a group of mullahs, or clerics, who supposedly are guided by God—a claim
that perhaps is possible to trust but impossible to verify.

Afghanistan, under Taliban rule from 1996 to 2001, was the worst case in the Islamic world, for it brutally
suppressed even the slightest freedoms. Not only were women forced to wear the all-encompassing burqa,



they also were completely excluded from public life. All sorts of “non-Islamic joys”—such as listening to
music, playing chess, or even flying a kite—were banned by the Taliban regime. And those who broke these
strident laws were punished in the harshest ways. The Taliban banned all other faiths and destroyed their
ancient shrines and symbols, such as two 1,500-year-old statues of the Buddha in Bamiyan.

Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Afghanistan are extreme cases; most Muslim countries are not as repressive. Yet
every Muslim country still suffers from a deficit of freedom, in varying degrees. According to the “freedom
index” of Freedom House, a Washington-based institute, not a single Muslim-majority country can be defined
as “fully free.” Most nations don’t have religious police, but they do still have serious deterrents to liberty.
Apostasy—the abandonment of Islam for another faith—can bring strong social reaction or even legal
persecution. Even in the West, some Muslims have proved to be oppressive by reacting violently against those
who satirize or even criticize Islam—as experienced firsthand by writer Salman Rushdie, filmmaker Theo van
Gogh, and the Jyllands-Posten, the Danish newspaper that published satirical cartoons of the Prophet
Muhammad.

Given this seemingly rich evidence, many people in the West have concluded that Islam as a faith is
incompatible with liberty. In the eyes of many Westerners, it is an intolerant, suppressive, and even violent
religion. Why else, the reasoning goes, would Islamic societies be so unfree?

Before anyone rushes to that conclusion, let me relate a story.

UNDERSTANDING “JusT How BRruTaL Istam Is~

In November 2006, terrifying news about Khalid Adem, a Muslim Ethiopian immigrant living in Atlanta,
shocked Americans. The man was found guilty of aggravated battery and cruelty to his own daughter. What
he did, reportedly, was to use a pair of kitchen scissors to remove the clitoris of the two-year-old girl. At
Adem’s trial, his wife sadly explained her husband’s logic: “He said he wanted to preserve her virginity. He
said it was the will of God.”2

About a year later, Warner Todd Huston, an American pundit, wrote about the incident on a popular website
and denounced “this common Muslim practice of the mutilation of a little girl’s private parts.” He also made a
broader inference. “We need to understand,” he told his readers, “just how brutal Islam is in how it treats its
most vulnerable members: girls and women.”3

There was certainly an inexcusable brutality to this situation, and both the Muslim Adem and the non-
Muslim Huston believed that it was the decree of Islam. Yet both were wrong. For what Adem did to his
daughter is a practice—known as “female genital mutilation”—that comes not from the scripture of Islam but
from a millennia-old tradition in Africa. It is based on an age-old assumption that women might be “immoral”
if they enjoy sexual intercourse. Artifacts from Egypt indicate that the practice predates Islam, Christianity,
and even recorded history4Unfortunately, it is still widely practiced in Egypt, Sudan, and other parts of Africa
—among not just Muslims but also other faith communities. In Ethiopia, whose population is 63 percent
Christian, nearly four out of five women still were genitally mutilated just a few decades ago.2 Besides the
nature-worshipping animists, even a Jewish tribe in northeastern Africa maintains the terrible custom.8

So, on closer inspection, what seems at first glance a problem with Islam turns out to be a problem with
some local tradition—something that passes from generation to generation without much questioning.

Should we take a hint?

Could other problems present in the Islamic societies of today stem not from religion but from the
preexisting customs, attitudes, and mindsets of those societies?

And is it possible that even some Muslims themselves—Muslims like Khalid Adem, who wrongfully believed
that mutilating his baby girl was “the will of God”—might not be aware of this discrepancy?

Tue Worbp oF Gob IN THE HisTory oF MEN

My own “aha!” moment with the above question came at the age of seventeen, when I first read the entire
Qur’an, in translation—something few Muslims I know ever do. To my surprise, almost none of the extremely
detailed rules and prohibitions about daily life that I had seen in some ultraconservative “Islamic books” were
there. The Qur’an was also noticeably silent on the issues of stoning adulterers, punishing drinkers, or killing
those who abandon or “insult” Islam. Nor was there mention of an “Islamic state,” a “global caliphate,” or the
“religious police.” Many things that I see in the Muslim world and don’t find terribly pleasant, I realized, are
simply not in Islam’s scripture.

This, in a sense, is not unusual. Every religion has a “core,” often a text that is believed to be of some divine
origin. Then this core unfolds into history—to be understood, interpreted, and misinterpreted by men. As
Islam’s divine core, the Qur’an, entered into human societies, many additional doctrines, rules, practices, and
attitudes were added to the words of scripture. At certain fateful junctures in Islamic history (which I examine
in this book), some particular interpretations of the Qur’an prevailed over others—not because they were
necessarily more valid, but because they were politically or culturally more convenient.

Thus, the Islam of today carries the weight of fourteen centuries of tradition. Far worse, it even carries the
weight of the political crises and traumas endured by Muslims in the past two centuries.

The better news is that not only is it possible to reinterpret Islam in newer, fresher ways, there also are
signs that these new interpretations are likely to thrive. One key example is modern-day Turkey, where, as we
shall see, there is an ongoing, silent, Islamic reformation.



Before rushing into Turkey, though, I need to relate another story.

UnDERSTANDING How BruTaL “Non-Istam” Can BE

On a very cold and snowy morning in January 1981—just several months after my “summer school” at my
grandparents’ house—my mother woke me very early. Normally, she would prepare me for school, but she and
I had other plans for that day. After a quick breakfast, we left home and took two separate buses to go to
Mamak, a destitute neighborhood in the suburbs of Ankara. Our destination was not a park, not a mall, but a
scary place: the military prison.

This was a huge facility with many barracks, all surrounded by electrified barbed wire. There were many
soldiers holding machine guns, some looking down sinisterly from ugly watchtowers. Honestly, the whole
scene looked very much like a gulag.

After we stood for about an hour at the prison entrance, the soldiers took us, along with a dozen other
mothers and a few children, to a courtyard that was divided in half by a yard-wide fence of barbed wire. “Line
behind the fence,” one soldier yelled. “You have only ten minutes.” Then I saw a group of inmates marching
toward us in military fashion. The soldiers were yelling at them as well: “March! Left, right, left!” A few
seconds later, the group was also ordered to chant the slogan “How happy is the one who says I am a Turk”—
the famous motto of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, Turkey’s secularist founder. And then, as the inmates lined up on
the other side of the barbed-wire fence, I came face to face with him—my father.

He was much thinner than four months earlier, the last time I had seen him, and his head was shaved. Yet
he had the same big smile on his face, and he greeted us happily. As I remember vaguely, he told me that he
was very comfortable at the prison and that he would be home soon. But he and my mother were hiding some
bitter facts from me: There was systematic torture at Mamak Prison, and most inmates, including my father,
were on trial for capital crimes.

For what? Well, for nothing but being a public intellectual. As I said, my father was a columnist, one with a
particular political line: he was a member of the Nationalist Action Party (MHP) and the associated
“nationalist” movement, which was mainly a reaction to a growing tide of Communism in Turkey. So my father
wrote books refuting the Marxist-Leninist ideology and criticizing “Soviet imperialism.” In Violence in Politics,
he condemned all authoritarian regimes, focusing on the French, Bolshevik, and Iranian Revolutions and their
similarities. He also opposed the militant tendencies in his own political camp. Hence, even some of the
leftists respected him as a voice of reason on the right.

But the coup launched by the Turkish military on September 12, 1980, recognized no such nuances. The
generals ordered the arrest of all politicians and activists from all camps, whose number, in the next three
years, would amount to a staggering six hundred thousand people. Some of these detainees were held without
trial for many months, only to be released later without any conviction. (My father’s share was fourteen
months in prison.) Thousands were subjected to brutal torture, during which 175 died, and many others were
left disabled. Fifty people were sent to the gallows. The whole process, in the words of a Turkish liberal, was
“an orgy of violence.”Z

The generals argued that they had launched the coup to “end the era of anarchy and terror” that beset
Turkey in the late 1970s as a result of armed clashes between Marxist and nationalist militants. That was not
untrue, but the terror the junta unleashed proved to be far greater. Besides, it sowed the seeds of future
violence. The Kurdish inmates, who suffered the worst forms of torture in the infamous military prison in
Diyarbakir, craved revenge after their release, and some of them, under the banner of the armed Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK), launched a terrorist campaign that would hit Turkey in the decades to come.

Notably, all this cruelty took place in Turkey, a Muslim-majority country, but it had almost nothing to do
with Islam. The Marxists were against Islam, and while the nationalists respected it, their main motivation
was patriotism. (These two opposing camps regarded the Islamic-minded youth, who remained pacifist, as
sissies.) And the most brutal of all camps, the military, followed the doctrine of none other than Atatiirk—one
of the most secularist leaders the Muslim world has ever seen.

In other words, on that cold winter day at Mamak Prison, I, as a Muslim kid, faced tyranny not in the name
of Islam—as some Westerners would have readily expected these days—but in the name of a secular state. As
I grew up, I observed even more examples of the same trouble. Instead of “religious police” forcing women to
cover their heads, for example, I saw “secularism police” forcing women to uncover their heads.2

That’s why, I think, when I saw “Islamic” dictatorships in other countries—such as Iran, Sudan, and
Afghanistan—I did not assume an inherent connection between Islam and authoritarianism. Rather, I realized
that the authoritarian Muslims in the Middle East and the authoritarian secularists in Turkey shared a similar
mindset, and that this illiberal mindset, rather than religion or secularity as such, is the problem. I also found
it quite telling that the same problem has haunted non-Muslim countries in Asia, such as Russia and China.

So, I asked myself, could the authoritarian regimes in the Muslim world stem not from Islam but from the
deep-seated political cultures and social structures in this part of the world, on which Islam is just a topping?

In other words, could authoritarian Muslims be just authoritarians who happen to be Muslim?

From MEcca To ISTANBUL

Those are some of the questions that I will explore in this book, while presenting a more liberal-minded
understanding of Islam—in a long argument divided into three main parts.

In Part I, I will go to the very genesis of this religion and show how its core message of monotheism—with



implications such as the individual’s responsibility before God—transformed the Arabs and then the whole
Middle East in remarkable ways. We will see how rationalist and even liberal ideas emerged in those earliest
centuries of Islam, and why they failed to become definitive in the long run. We will also examine the
distinction between the eternal message of the Qur’an and its temporal implications, even including some of
the political and military acts of the Prophet Muhammad.

Part II deals with more recent history. First, there is a chapter on the Ottoman Empire, the Muslim
superpower from the sixteenth to the twentieth century. I will particularly focus on how the Ottoman elite
imported liberal ideas and institutions from the West and, most important, reconciled them with Islam. This is
a story largely forgotten both in the West and the East, but also a very important one for both.

Then we will examine the anomaly of the twentieth century, which gave us oppression, militancy, and even
terrorism in the name of Islam: Islamism. As we shall see, this modern ideology, which is different from the
fourteen-century-old religion to which it refers, is quite misguided in itself but also very much mishandled by
its foes, including the West.

The last chapter of Part II focuses on Islam in modern-day Turkey. The reason for this is not only that I am a
part of that story, and thus know it well. It is also that the exceptional story of Turkey, which is largely
unnoticed in the West, represents a growing synthesis of Islam and liberalism. The Ottoman legacy certainly
plays a role here, along with the lessons Turkey’s Muslims have learned from their interaction with the
country’s secular forces. In addition, Turkey has recently become the stage for an experiment unprecedented
in the history of “Islamdom”: the rise of a Muslim middle class that has begun to reinterpret religion with a
more modern mindset. For centuries, Islam has been mainly a religion of peasants, landlords, soldiers, and
bureaucrats, but in Turkey, since the “free-market revolution” of the 1980s, it has also become the religion of
urban entrepreneurs and professionals. These emerging “Islamic Calvinists,” as a Western think tank referred
to them—alluding to sociologist Max Weber’s famous thesis on the “spirit of capitalism”—strongly support
democracy and the free-market economy? Furthermore, they are far more individualistic than their
forefathers. Consequently, as a Turkish observer recently put it, they want to hear about “the Qur’an and
freedom,” rather than “the Qur’an and obedience.”12

Yet these more modern-minded Muslims, and the millions of their co-religionists throughout the world who
are concerned about the authoritarian elements within their tradition, still need an accessible synthesis of the
liberal ideas they find appealing and the faith they uphold—which, despite all the appearances to the
contrary, might actually be compatible.

They need, in other words, a genuinely Muslim case for liberty—something Part III provides, with religious
arguments for “freedom from the state,” “freedom to sin,” and “freedom from Islam.”

THIs 1S THE BRIEF STORY of why and how this book came to be. It is the fruit of an intellectual and spiritual
journey that began in my grandfather’s house thirty years ago and has continued uninterrupted to date. I
went to modern, English-language schools, which taught me a great deal about the liberal tradition of the
West, but meanwhile I retained my passion to learn, discover, and experience more about my religion. Hence,
since the early 1990s, I have engaged with various Islamic groups and have seen firsthand their virtues as
well as their flaws. In the end, I decided to subscribe to none of those groups, but I have learned from the
ways of each of them.

One trait I have developed over the years is an instinctive aversion to tyranny. I had seen it first as the
eight-year-old kid behind barbed wire, looking down the barrel of secular guns. But as I studied the Middle
East, first in college and then in my job as a journalist, I came to realize that the barrels of Islamic guns are
no better. Despots acting in the name of “the nation” or “the state” obviously were terrible—and so were
despots acting in the name of God.

Ultimately, I have become convinced that a fundamental need for the contemporary Muslim world is to
embrace liberty—the liberty of individuals and communities, Muslim and non-Muslims, believers and
unbelievers, women and men, ideas and opinions, markets and entrepreneurs. Only by doing so can Muslim
societies create and advance their own modernity, while also laying the groundwork for the flourishing of
God-centered religiosity.

To explain why this is not as impossible as it might seem to some, I first need to go back fourteen centuries
to explore how Islam unfolded in history—and, in the meantime, what happened to liberty.



PART I
The Beginnings

The period in which formative developments took place in Islam, and at the end of which Muslim

orthodoxy crystallized and emerged, roughly covered a period of two centuries and a half.
—Fazlur Rahman (1911-1988), Muslim scholar



CHAPTER ONE

A Light unto Tribes

If it is true that each individual has such a destiny [beyond society], then he cannot be treated merely as a
means to an end, but as an end in himself.

—Robert A. Sirico, Roman Catholic priestl
IN THE YEAR 610 AD, an Arab man from the small town of Mecca heard an extraordinary voice in a cave. “Recite,”
the voice commanded him. “Recite in the name of your Lord who created man.”

And the world changed forever.

That man was Muhammad, a member of Banu Hashim, a prominent clan in Mecca. Although raised as an
orphan, he lived a comfortable life, thanks to his prominent relatives. While still in his teens, he started
accompanying his uncle, Abu Talib, on trading expeditions to Syria, so he could gain experience with
commerce. Soon he would become a merchant himself, a successful and respected one. At the age of twenty-
five, he married Khadija, a rich forty-year-old widow who was even more accomplished in business.

Trade was one of the two economic pillars of Mecca. The other one, related to the first, was polytheism. The
cube-shaped building at the heart of the city, the Ka’ba, was a pantheon for some three hundred idols. Other
Arabs visited Mecca every year in order to honor these gods, blessing the city not just with prestige but also
with profits.

Years passed and Muhammad reached the age of forty. By all accounts, his marriage was a happy one. He
was a highly respected member of society and considered a very moral man. People called him “the
Trustworthy One” and asked him to settle disputes. He could have continued to lead a good life, making
money and dying comfortably, but Muhammad was destined for more. Throughout his life, he had moral
concerns about his society. The ruthless treatment of Mecca’s downtrodden—the poor, the slaves, and most
women—deeply troubled him. He was also bothered by the core of his native culture: idolatry. How bizarre,
he thought, for people to worship objects made by their own hands.

Muslim tradition tells us that Muhammad was illiterate. Some have disagreed, pointing out that, as a
merchant, he must have been familiar with documents, but he surely was not a man of letters who would sit
down and read literature. Yet he was a thinker, and he often would leave Mecca for a cave on a nearby
mountain, seeking peace of mind. He would sit in that cave for hours and contemplate nature, society, and the
meaning of life.

During one of these private meditations, he heard the commandment, “Recite.” This very first word of the
revelation he received—iqra in Arabic—hinted at the name of the scripture it would ultimately form: the
Qur’an, which means “recitation.”

Muhammad found the strange voice in the dark cave not just unexpected but also so terrifying that he
climbed down the mountain and ran home. Trembling, he begged his wife: “Cover me, cover me.” He feared
that evil spirits had possessed him. But Khadija turned out to be more confident. Holding her horrified
husband in her arms, she said, as reported later by Muslim sources:

You are kind and considerate to your kin. You help the poor and forlorn and bear their burdens. You are
striving to restore the high moral qualities that your people have lost. You honor the guest and go to the
assistance of those in distress. This cannot be, my dear.2

Khadija then suggested that they discuss this strange experience with her Christian cousin, Waraga. Well-
versed in theology and scripture, the latter did not hesitate to conclude that the spirit that touched
Muhammad was indeed a good one. The voice in the cave, and the message, was quite reminiscent of the
experiences of Moses and the Hebrew prophets. Waraga exuberantly cried to Khadija: “Holy! Holy! Your
husband is the prophet of his people!”

That conviction would shape the rest of Muhammad'’s life. He continued to have doubts for a while but soon
became fully persuaded that he was indeed chosen by God, the only one, to save his people from idolatry and
moral corruption. “There is no god,” his credo declared, “but Allah.” That Arabic term was simply a derivative
of the word al-Ilah, which meant “the God.”3

The revelations would continue for twenty-three years, until Muhammad’s death on June 4, 632. These
verses of the Qur’an, as they became known, would guide him and his gradually increasing flock of adherents
throughout their astonishing journey. Some revelations would support and encourage Muhammad; others
would warn and even admonish him. And, ultimately, they would turn him from a seventh-century Arab
merchant to an eternal guide to billions of people.

A Man wiTH A MissioN

What was source of the revelations that the Prophet Muhammad received? Did he imagine a voice, or was
there really a divine source that spoke to his mind? In other words, did the Prophet create the Qur’an or did
the Qur’an create the Prophet?

All Muslims (including me) believe the latter. This belief is simply what makes someone a Muslim. It is of
course an article of faith, which requires a leap of faith, but, arguably, it is also a credible one. The Qur’an



itself, first of all, is very consistent with its claim of divine origin. It is written from the perspective of God and
God alone. Verse after verse, chapter after chapter, it hits the reader with its most fundamental character:
theocentricity—i.e., God-centeredness. So, unlike the New Testament, which speaks of the life of Jesus, the
Qur’an does not speak about Muhammad. Rather, it speaks to him. Thus, it says almost nothing about his life
story, which was written down only a century and a half later by Muslim biographers.

Over the centuries, debate has raged over whether Muhammad, or some other person from his milieu,
could have possibly produced the Qur’an. Muslims argue that it is a literary masterpiece, it speaks of
scientific facts that people of that era could not have known, and it even makes prophecies that have been
confirmed by history# All these claims are debatable, and are being debated, between Muslims and others.
But even some non-Muslim students of Islam have accepted Muhammad’s sincerity in his belief that he was
indeed the messenger of God. “We find a quite original piety, a touching devotion, and a quite characteristic
religious poetry in the Qur’an,” wrote German Catholic theologian Adam Mohler in 1830. “It is impossible for
this to be something artificial and forced . . . [and] to see Muhammad as a mere cheat.”2

Another argument for Muhammad’s sincerity is that if he were an imposter looking for fame and success,
he is unlikely to have embarked on such an unpromising enterprise. From hindsight, the early history of Islam
proved to be marked by astonishing success, but such an outcome was not foreseeable in the beginning. In
fact, during the earliest years of prophecy, an average Meccan would not have gambled on the victory of
Muhammad, who seemed like a hopeless lunatic challenging the established culture of generations. “Your
nephew has cursed our gods, insulted our religion, mocked our way of life, and accused our forefathers of
error,” protested the most powerful men in Mecca, to Muhammad’s uncle.8 He was, apparently, doing
everything to get himself in trouble.

Little wonder, then, that Muhammad’s mission did not bring him peace of mind until his very last years. His
first thirteen years in Mecca, in fact, were full of humiliation, threats, and abuses. At some point, the elders of
the city asked him to compromise from his unyielding monotheism by refraining from denouncing idolatry.
Apparently he gave some consideration to that, but only until he was strongly reprimanded in a revelation.Z
Threatened with hellfire, the repentant Muhammad continued to proclaim the falsity of the gods of his
fathers, bringing only more hostility and oppression on him and his fellow believers.

The next phase of his prophetic mission took him to the city of Medina, where he and his followers would
continue to face the threat of annihilation. He would be physically injured in the devastating Battle of Uhud.
According to the late William Montgomery Watt, the eminent British professor of Islamic studies, all this
resilience pointed to a genuine devotion. “Only a profound belief in himself and his mission,” he argued,
“explains Muhammad’s readiness to endure hardship and persecution during the Meccan period when from a
secular point of view there was no prospect of success.”8

But what were the core ideas of the mission in which Muhammad so passionately believed? And how did
they transform society?

CREATING THE INDIVIDUAL FROM THE TRIBE

In Muslim terminology, the Arab society before the advent of Islam is called jahiliyah (the state of
ignorance). From a religious point of view, the most definitive characteristic of that society was idolatry. Yet a
sociologist would probably emphasize another trait: tribalism.

Life in the arid Arabian Desert was very harsh, and the only way to survive was to live in a closely-knit
group. Therefore the Arabs had created many clans and tribes, and the individual was easily sacrificed for the
good of these collective kinships. Because of constant warfare between the tribes, and subsequent attrition,
men were considered to be more valuable, and there often was a shortage of them. Moreover, poverty
precluded the possibility of raising a large family. Therefore, families might decide to kill some of their
newborn females, who were seen as not as useful and honorable as males. What mattered was the interest of
the tribe, not the nameless individuals who happened to be a part of it.

Similarly, the penal system recognized the tribe, not the individual. Since it was very easy for an individual
to disappear without a trace in the desert, there was no way to punish the criminal who had perpetrated the
disappearance. Instead, both the crime and the punishment were handled with a collective vendetta. If
someone from tribe A killed a person from tribe B, then the former would be asked to offer one of its
members as retribution. It was the classic idea: eye for an eye—but any eye.

This collectivism was necessitated by geography, to be sure, but also by theology—or the lack thereof. The
Arabs believed in multiple gods, but not one of these deities was perceived as a judge who could hold men
accountable for their deeds. There was no belief in an afterlife, so the individual had no unique eternal
destiny. “The only immortality that a man or woman could achieve,” as one historian puts it, “was in the tribe
and the continuation of its spirit.”2

But the Qur'an would challenge all these assumptions. First, it defined man as God’s “viceroy on earth,”
elevated above all other creatures, including the angels.l? From the very beginning, the Qur’an also
emphasized the individual’s personal responsibility to his Creator. One of the early chapters stipulated that
this responsibility would be tested by God in the moral choices that man makes:

Have We not given man two eyes,
and a tongue and two lips



and shown him the two highways?

But he has not braved the steep ascent.

What will convey to you what the steep ascent is?

It is freeing a slave

or feeding on a day of hunger

an orphaned relative

or a poor man in the dust;

then to be one of those who have faith and urge each other to steadfastness, and urge each other to

compassion.1l

In other words, God was expecting humans to perform good works for other humans. And, in the world to
come, He would judge every individual according to his works. The righteous would be rewarded in heaven,
whereas the unrighteous would be punished in hell. And no one—not his family or his tribe—would be able to
save a sinnerd2 “Today you have come to Us as individuals,” God would rather tell all people on Judgment
Day, “just as We created you in the first place.”13

This Qur’anic theology would create a religious movement with “an intense concern for attaining personal
salvation through righteous behavior.”14 And, according to Hans Kiing, the eminent Catholic theologian, this
focus on personal salvation would help the individual emerge from the bond of the Arab tribe:

The consistent monotheism that Muhammad proclaimed was aimed not only at a new community but also
at a new individual responsibility. . . . If there is only one God and this God is the Creator, sustainer and
judge of human beings, then individuals assume a special dignity; they are no longer playthings in the
hands of several rival deities, nor mere objects in an all-determining system of clans and tribes but the
creatures of this one God, indeed his “successors,” responsible to Him 12

The change would be reflected in popular terminology. In the pre-Islamic period of the jahiliyah, the key
terms nasab (lineage) and hasab (inherited merit) determined the individual’s status in society. The latter
referred not to the individual’s personal accomplishments but rather the totality of the success attributed to
his ancestors, by which his worth was measured. Yet the Qur’an stressed that what really mattered was one’s
fadl (merit), which individuals can only earn as a result of their personal deeds. 16

Soon the Qur'an would also forbid blood feuds, introduce legally fixed criminal penalties, and order
almsgiving to help the poorl? According to Marshall G. S. Hodgson, a historian of Islamic civilization, all
these injunctions “helped give individuals a status independent of clan associations, and so could foster
individualistic culture traits.”18

Despite being new for the Arabs, these were old ideas—ones that had been proclaimed first by Judaism and
later by Christianity—which also laid the groundwork for empowerment of the individuall? And that
monotheist continuum was precisely what the Qur’an was proudly acknowledging. “We have sent down the
book to you with truth,” God said in it to Muhammad, “confirming and conserving the previous books.”22
Those “previous books” were the Jewish and Christian scriptures, and the Qur’an was just claiming to
continue the same Abrahamic tradition— a statement that is factually true, regardless of whether one sees
the Qur’an’s origin in divine revelation, as a Muslim would do, or in human compilation, as others would
probably prefer.

Tue CaLL To REASON

If the Qur’an carved the individual out of the tribe, then what did it ask him to do? Simply to have faith? To
have a blind, unquestioning, dogmatic belief?

Not really. The Qur’an instead aims to heighten certitude in the minds of its readers, by presenting rational
arguments. Appearing about fifty times in the Muslim scripture is the verb aqala, which means “to connect
ideas together, to reason, or to understand an intellectual argument.” Throughout its pages, the Qur’an
repeatedly invites the reader to use these faculties to reflect upon the created universe, and man’s own self,
as “signs” for finding God. All the wonders of creation, such as the movements of the heavenly bodies,
atmospheric phenomena, the capabilities of the human body, the variety of the animal and vegetable life so
marvelously designed for men’s needs—all of them, according to the Qur’an, translate into “signs for people
who use their intellect.”2L

The Qur’anic reasoning is guided by religious dictums, to be sure, and its verses introduce many articles of
pure faith, such as the existence of the afterlife, angels, and miracles. But although one needs to go beyond
empirical reason to believe in such notions, one does not need to clash with it. In fact, those who clash with
reason, according to the Qur’an, are the unbelievers. “They are people,” a verse bluntly decrees, “who do not
use their intellect.”22 “Muhammad,” observed Belgian-born scholar Henri Lammens, “is not far from
considering unbelief as an infirmity of the human mind.”22

In the later chapters, we will see how this Qur’anic emphasis on reason gave rise to the Rationalist school
in Islam, which in turn laid the philosophical foundation for individual freedom.

THE Riguts Gop Gave To MEN—AND WOMEN



The Qur’an also introduced into Arab society the concept that individuals have inalienable rights. Justice
was at the core of Muhammad’s social message, and justice meant not just punishment for those who commit
crimes but also protection from those who could violate others’ rights.

This was grounded in the Qur’anic message of protecting the weak against the strong. “By God,” said
Muhammad, “an Abyssinian slave who obeys God is better than a Qurayshi chieftain who disobeys Him.”24
For the Quraysh, the most prestigious tribe in Mecca, this bold egalitarianism was simply shocking.

Another reform introduced in the Qur’an strengthened the nuclear family—husband, wife, and children.
Inheritance would now be confined primarily within the immediate family, not shared throughout the tribe.
The regulations were made piecemeal, “but the tendency was persistently toward asserting individual rights
on the basis of equality before God.”22

Although it may be news to the modern reader, another of the Qur’an’s revolutionary innovations was its
recognition of rights for women. In the pre-Islamic period, except for rare examples such as Khadija,
Muhammad’s wife, a woman was typically a slave to men. She did not have the right to own property; she
herself was property. A man would pay a “bride-price” to a girl’s father. And when he died, the inheritance
passed only to his sons—the wife and daughters received no share.

With Islam, all that would change. First, the Qur’an ordered that the bride-price should be paid to the bride
herself, and that she should keep it as long as she wished, as a financial safety net. Second, the Qur’an also
decreed that females should receive a share of inheritance. It was only half of what their male siblings would
get, but in a society in which men were considered to be responsible for care of the whole household, this was
a generous amount. The Qur’an also granted women the right to accept or reject a marriage offer, and it
established the marital bond on the basis of “love” and “mercy.”28

What the Qur’an brought was not full equality between the sexes, but, when considered in context, it was a
great improvement. “In such a primitive world, what Muhammad achieved for women was extraordinary,”
says British historian Karen Armstrong. “The very idea that a woman could be a witness or could inherit
anything at all in her own right was astonishing.”2Z That’s why the rights of women in Islamic law—the
Shariah—would remain ahead of the West well into modern times. In the Middle Ages, some Christian
scholars even criticized Islam for giving too much power to menials such as slaves and women.28 Even when
Great Britain applied its legal system to Muslims in place of the Shariah, as it did in some of its colonies,
married women were stripped of the property that Islamic law had always granted them.22

The tragedy is that while women’s rights peaked in the West in the twentieth century, in Islamdom it
stagnated for centuries and even declined to its current reprehensible state. In the upcoming chapters, we
will see the reasons for this.

Improvement and evolution, and not total revolution, was often the method of the Qur’an. Slavery was not
abolished, for example, but manumission was encouraged, and the position of the slave was improved
enormously. The “Arabian slave . . . was now no longer merely a chattel but was also a human being with a
certain religious and hence a social status and with certain quasi-legal rights.”39

Even rights for animals were introduced. Pagan Arabs used to treat them quite cruelly, even to the extent of
cutting off lumps of flesh to eat while the poor creatures were still alive. Muhammad banned all such
practices as well as animal fights organized for entertainment. Reportedly, he once told a man that he could
go to paradise simply for giving water to a thirsty dog.31

Yet still, the concept of “rights” would not become a major theme in Islamic law. Mohammad Kamali,
professor of Islamic law, points to this problem and notes that while the Qur’an introduced many individual
rights—such as rights to life, property, privacy, movement, justice, personal dignity, and equality before the
law—classical Islamic literature focused on duties.32

In other words, an Islamic theory of rights could have been developed, for it had a basis in the Qur’an, but
just as with Christianity, Muslims had to wait until modern times to look at their scripture with a more
individualistic perspective. That’s why some new books of Islamic jurisprudence have chapters on “the rights
and freedoms of the individual,” something the classical works lacked.33

THE PoLiTics OF THE PROPHET

So far, we have focused on the message of the Qur’an. But what about the events that it precipitated? What
about, for example, the political order that the Prophet Muhammad founded? Didn’t he establish a theocratic
state that waged wars and pursued conquests? These are good questions, and the answer is not as simple as
it might seem.

In fact, Muhammad did not start his mission as a political leader. The Qur’an told him that he was “only a
warner and a bringer of good news.”3* When he was worrying that most pagans did not listen to his
preaching, God was telling him to let go. “We did not appoint you over them as their keeper,” a verse
reminded, “and you are not set over them as their guardian.”32 The Qur’an also recognized the Meccans’
right to disbelieve. It threatened unbelievers with hellfire, but it also emphasized that, in this world, they
should be free to choose their own path. “It is the truth from your Lord,” one verse read, “so let whoever
wishes have belief and whoever wishes be an unbeliever.”36

The first thirteen of the Prophet’s twenty-three-year career went on like this—totally apolitical and
nonviolent. This attitude partly changed only after he had to flee from Mecca—where he was on the verge of



being killed by prominent pagans who were offended by his uncompromising monotheism—to Yathrib, a town
that would later be known as Medina (the City). This hijra, or migration, would be a turning point in the
prophet’s mission and would mark the very beginning of the Muslim calendar.

The Muslims in Medina, a recently formed community, welcomed the Prophet with hymns and warmly
accepted his Meccan followers. Here they were all brothers in faith, in a community free from oppression.
And the Prophet of God was not only a spiritual leader now but also a political one. Yet, interestingly, the
Prophet did not establish a theocracy in Medina. Instead of a polity defined solely by Islam, he founded a
territorial polity based on religious pluralism.

This is evident in a document called the Charter of Medina, which the Prophet signed with the leaders of
the other community in the city: the Jews. Three Jewish tribes had lived in Yathrib for some time. After some
negotiations, they signed a pact with Muhammad that recognized him as the head of Medina, but it granted
both faith communities the right to live in their autonomous ways. “To the Jews their religion,” read one of the
clauses, “and to the Muslims their religion.” The idea was that the city belonged to both of these groups, and
each had to contribute to its defense in the event of an outside threat. “All tribes are one community,” the
charter declared, “distinct from other people.”3Z

The word for community used here, interestingly, was umma, which later acquired an exclusively Islamic
meaning. Today, Muslims use the term only to mean fellow Muslims. But, in the Charter of Medina, the umma
consisted of people from different faiths who had formed a political community with joint interests. What this
meant, according to a Western scholar, is that “Muhammad’s original Medina ‘community’ was a purely
secular one.”38 The religious pluralism in the charter was probably a result of custom rather than an
innovation by the Prophet. However, if the Prophet’s political mission will be seen as normative for Muslims,
the pluralist and even the “secular” nature of the charter cannot be overlooked.

Unfortunately, the system established by the charter did not last long, mainly due to growing tension
between the Muslims and their archenemies, the Meccan pagans, who had killed, tortured, and finally
expelled the Muslims from their homeland. “Permission to fight is given to those who are fought against,” the
Qur’an soon declared. “They are expelled from their homes without any right, merely for saying, ‘Our Lord is
God.” "33

What linked this Meccan threat to Medinan Muslims and the fate of the Jews in the city, according to
Muslim sources, was the Jews’ decision to collaborate with the enemy. Consequently, two of the three Jewish
tribes, which violated the charter by helping the Meccans, were expelled from Medina. The third Jewish tribe,
the Banu Qurayza—which negotiated with the Meccan army when the latter besieged Medina to annihilate
the whole Muslim community during the critical Battle of the Trench—was less lucky. This treason, as
Muslims saw it, would be punished by the most controversial decision that Muhammad ever made: the mass
execution of all the tribe’s males and the enslavement of the women and children.

The validity of this story has been doubted by some modern Muslim scholars.2? One of them, Walid N.
Arafat, thinks that the story is a later invention. “To kill such a large number is diametrically opposed to the
Islamic sense of justice and to the basic principles laid down in the Qur’an,” he argues, pointing to the verse:
“No soul shall bear another’s burden.”41

Yet even if the mass execution had really happened, as the mainstream view holds, one should note that it
took place not as a commandment of the Qur’an but as the result of the customs of the time.22 “We cannot
judge the treatment of the Qurayza by present-day moral standards,” notes Norman A. Stillman, professor of
Judaic history. “Their fate was a bitter one, but not unusual according to the harsh rules of war during that
period.” Stillman also reminds us that, in the Old Testament (Deut. 20:13-14), the Israelites were enjoined to
do the same thing to their enemies: the slaughter of adult males and the enslavement of women and children,
which was, after all, “common practice throughout the ancient world.”43

And this takes us to a crucial question: Are all things that Muhammad did normative for Muslims? Or do
some of them reflect not the everlasting rules and principles of Islam but rather those of the Prophet’s time
and milieu?

MunaMMAD THE HumaN

Some modern Muslim theologians, and even some classical ones, who address the question above have
come to the conclusion that the “historical” and the “religious” aspects of Muhammad must be separated.24
The Prophet brought a message relevant for all ages, in other words, but he lived a life of his own age.

Recognition of this is the key to saving ourselves from falling into one of the two very common and related
mistakes. The first, which is made by non-Muslims, is to criticize, and sometimes even condemn, Muhammad
according to our modern standards. The second mistake, which is made by Muslims, is to take the standards
of his time as eternally valid and to try to bring them into the modern era.

Take, for example, another of his controversial deeds: his marriage to Aisha, who was, according to our
definitions, quite underage.42 Of course, this is absolutely unacceptable by modern standards, but it was quite
normal then, when puberty was commonly regarded as the natural age for marriage. (Arabs in the seventh
century also tended to reach adulthood at an earlier age than Westerners do today.)46

Other controversial aspects of Muhammad—that he had several wives, owned slaves (whom he treated very
benevolently), or ordered acts of violence such as the fate of the Banu Qurayza—became controversial only in



the modern era and in the eyes of modern critics. “It is clear that those of Muhammad’s actions which are
disapproved by the modern West,” notes William Montgomery Watt, “were not the object of the moral
criticism of his contemporaries.”4Z

For the Muslim mind, this “historicity” of the Prophet should not be scandalous. In fact, expecting from
Muhammad a perfect universal wisdom, totally unbound from his time and culture, would not be consistent
with Qur’anic theology. Unlike the image of Jesus in Christianity—who, as the Word of God, had existed since
eternity and entered into history by becoming flesh—Muhammad was just a human. He was not the Word of
God; he was a humble man touched by the Word of God. “I am only a human being like yourselves,” the
Qur’an ordered him to state. “It is only revealed to me that your god is One God.”48

Interestingly, though, Muslim tradition would later exalt him to a suprahuman figure who, like Jesus, existed
before time and universe and performed many miracles on earth. In the next chapter, we will see how this
“Prophetology” contributed to the rise of an all-encompassing Sunna (prophetic tradition) as a stagnant force
in Islam more than a century after the Prophet’s death.

TuE GREAT MYSTERYIN IN ISLAM

The final years of the Prophet’s life would be ones of victory. After five years of war, he signed a peace
treaty with the pagans of Mecca in March 628. The next two years gave the Muslims a good opportunity to
evangelize the new faith and gain converts from all over the Arabian Peninsula. Then, after a skirmish
between two tribes that were allied with Medina and Mecca, respectively, the peace treaty dissolved. With an
overwhelming army of ten thousand men, Muhammad marched toward Mecca. For the elders of the city, the
only recourse was to surrender to the man whom they had chased out just six years earlier. They all feared
that he would take revenge on his enemies, but instead he issued a general amnesty and forced no one to
accept Islam.

Right after his entrance into the city without bloodshed, the victorious Muhammad marched toward the
Ka’ba. Arabs believed that this ancient shrine was built by Abraham, their monotheist ancestor, to worship
God. Over time, however, it had become a pagan pantheon, and when Muhammad opened its gates, he found
it filled with more than three hundred idols. One by one, he shattered the idols with his own hands. “Truth
has come,” said the verse he recited, “and Falsehood has vanished.”42

Muslim sources report that among the icons in the Ka’ba, only the frescoes of Jesus and Mary were spared,
for they were deeply respected in the Qur’an.2? This was a sign of the fact that Islam, which abhorred
paganism, regarded Christians, as well as Jews, as members of partly misguided yet still valid faiths.
Designated by the Qur’an as “People of the Book,” these fellow monotheists would be granted the right to live
and practice their faiths under the rule of Islam.

In just twenty years, Muhammad had stunning accomplishments. Soon, as other Arab tribes came to accept
his message, he became the most powerful man in the Arabian Peninsula. But this was not his personal
triumph. “When God’s help and victory have arrived and you have seen people entering God’s religion in
droves,” the Qur’an told him, “then glorify your Lord’s praise and ask His forgiveness.”31

This theocentricity would remain as the most fundamental character of Islam. By rejecting any
intermediaries between man and God—such as an established church—Islam did not become an “organized
religion” in the Western sense, so it continued to empower the individual. The result was not the modern
individual with civil liberties that we have today, but it was a clean and progressive break from the tribalism
of the age of paganism. “Muhammad could not . . . produce a full-blown individualism to satisfy our present
Western liberal ideas,” argues Karen Armstrong, “but he had made a start.”22

Another commentator who touched upon the liberalizing mission of Islam was Rose Wilder Lane (1886-
1968), one of the founders of the American libertarian movement. (Most Americans would also recognize her
mother, Laura Ingalls Wilder, from her legendary novel Little House on the Prairie.) In her 1943 book, The
Discovery of Freedom: Man’s Struggle Against Authority, Mrs. Lane devoted a special chapter to Islam. Her
argument was that there had been three great attempts to establish free societies on earth. The first she
credited to Abraham, who saved men from “the tyranny of capricious gods.” The second attempt was made by
Muhammad, whom she defined as “a self-made business man” who “establish[ed] the fact of individual
freedom in practical affairs.” The third great attempt, Lane argued, was the American Revolution.23

Today this might sound a bit counterintuitive to many Americans and other Westerners, who think that the
liberal ideas that have flourished in Western civilization do not have many parallels in the Muslim world. And
the current state of freedom, or the lack thereof, in the Islamic East seems to justify that point of view.

One scholar who noticed and commented on this paradox is David Forte, an American professor of law:

There is a great mystery in Islam. Islam should have been the first civilization to have abandoned slavery;
it was the last. Islam should have been the first to establish complete religious liberty; today, non-Muslims
suffer egregious persecution in Muslim lands. Islam should have been the first to establish social equality
for women. Instead, women who stray outside the family’s code of behavior are murdered with impunity.
Islam should have been the foremost civilization to observe the humanitarian laws of war, but its empires

have been no different from others; some claim they have been worse.24

But why? What happened? Why did the start that Muhammad made not reach its logical conclusion?



It will take a few more chapters to find an answer—and we will start with what went right.



CHAPTER TWO

The Enlightenment of the Orient

The medieval Islamic world . . . offered vastly more freedom than any of its predecessors, its
contemporaries and most of its successors.

—Bernard Lewis, historian of the Middle Eastd
In 632, shortly before his death, the Prophet Muhammad made his final pilgrimage to Mecca, where he
delivered his Farewell Sermon, which has had historical significance for all Muslims since then. “O people,”
he said to a large crowd of Muslims, “your lives and your property are inviolable.” He went on to condemn
usury, blood vengeance, and murder. “Verily you owe your women their rights,” he reminded the men, “and
they owe you yours.” He also denounced tribal, ethnic, and racial divisions. “All mankind is from Adam and
Eve,” he said, and added: “An Arab has no superiority over a non-Arab. . . . Also a white person has no
superiority over a black person, nor a black person over a white person except through piety and good
deeds.”?

A few months after the Farewell Sermon, the Prophet became ill and suffered pain and weakness for several
days. On June 8, 632, he silently passed away in the arms of his beloved wife Aisha. For the Muslim
community that had been following him since the first revelation twenty-three years earlier, this was a
challenging moment. Some refused to believe the bad news, others were shocked. But Abu Bakr, one of the
Prophet’s closest companions, took the lead and addressed the community. “Whoever amongst you
worshipped Muhammad, Muhammad is dead,” he famously declared. “But whoever worshipped God, God is
alive and will never die.”

The Prophet had not left behind any institution or heir—a curious matter to which we will return. At this
point in time, the Muslim community had to decide what to do next. After some discussion, they decided to
choose the most trusted among them, Abu Bakr, as the “caliph” (the “successor” of Muhammad). Abu Bakr’s
“caliphate” would be followed by those of Umar, Uthman, and Ali—other prominent companions of
Muhammad. Sunnis regard these four as the “Rightly Guided Caliphs” of Islam, whereas the Shiites only
revere Ali and consider the other three to have been usurpers of the authority that Ali deserved.

The most notable work of the Rightly Guided Caliphs was territorial expansion. When the Prophet died,
Muslims were dominant only in the Arabian Peninsula. In just three decades, they formed an empire
stretching from Libya to Afghanistan. These conquests would continue under the Umayyad dynasty, which
followed the Rightly Guided Caliphs, and the Islamic Empire would extend as far as Spain in the West and
India in the East. Later on, parts of Africa, Asia Minor, the Balkans, the Caucasus, and Southeast Asia were
also Islamized. Although military conquests continued to play an important role in Islam’s expansion, in some
areas, such as East Africa, India, China, and Indonesia, Islam spread via peaceful merchants and preachers.

This vast Muslim-dominated part of the world—Islamdom—would be the stage for Islam’s experience in
history. And its saga would be shaped by two separate dynamics: On one hand, the message of Islam would
inform and transform the peoples of Islamdom; on the other hand, the preexisting and long-established
cultures of these peoples would affect, and sometimes overshadow, Islam’s message.

A RELIGION OF THE SWORD?

If Islamdom owes its expansion mostly to military conquests that were carried out under the banner of jihad
(struggle), should we then conclude that Islam is “a religion of the sword”?

Not exactly. The conquests expanded the political rule of Muslims, to be sure, but the conquered peoples
were not forced to convert to Islam, and many of them retained their religions. The Qur’an had announced,
“There is no compulsion in religion,” and, with the exception of a few cases—such as the fanatic Almohavids
in North Africa—forced conversion remained anathema in Islamdom.3

Why, then, did the Muslims decide to conquer the world?

One major goal was to “spread the Word of God,” to ensure that it would become known to all. The Arabic
word used for the conquests was fath, meaning “opening.” So a land conquered by Muslims would be
“opened” to Islam, while non-Muslims could continue to live there. The object of jihad, in other words, was
not to convert by force but “to remove obstacles to conversion.”? (Similar views were expressed by St.
Thomas and St. Bernard with regard to the Christian crusade.)® A second purpose of conquests was to spread
what the Muslims believed to be a just political order. A third motivation, especially after the era of the
Rightly Guided Caliphs, would simply be the lust for wealth and power.

The non-Muslim peoples in the conquered lands received dhimma (protection) by Muslims. In return for the
safeguarding of life and property and the right to worship freely, the dhimmis (the protected) paid a special
tax and had to accept certain social limitations that implied their capitulation to Muslim rule. (Over time,
these limitations expanded, and the status of non-Muslims became less favorable, as Muslims adopted the
preexisting attitudes of the Orient toward religious minorities.)® Christians and Jews were the first groups to
be given dhimma, but as the rule of Islam spread, Zoroastrians, Hindus, Buddhists, and others were also
included by way of ijtihad (independent reasoning).

When compared with the modern notion of equal citizenship rights, the unequal dhimma of course would be



unacceptable. But according to the norms of that era, it was quite advanced. The earliest non-Muslims who
found the dhimma a lifesaver were the Christians of Syria and North Africa, who were persecuted by the
dominant Christian power of the time, the Byzantine Empire, because of differences in theology. The
Byzantines believed in the Chalcedonian Creed, which held that Jesus Christ had two natures, divine and
human. Most Christians in Egypt and Syria were Monophysites, who believed in one divine nature. This
theological dispute imposed not just religious suppression but also heavy taxes on the Monophysites. Thus,
when Muslim armies appeared at the gates of their cities, with insouciance to intra-Christian theological
disputes and leniency on taxes, most Middle Eastern Christians welcomed the conquerors, regarding “their
Arab fellow Semites as deliverers from Greek tax-gatherers and orthodox persecutors.”Z

At times, these local Christians even actively helped the Muslim conquests. When Byzantine-ruled
Damascus was besieged by the Arab army in 634, the city’s Monophysite bishop secretly informed the Muslim
commander, Khalid, that the east gate of the city was weakly defended, and he supplied the Muslim troops
with ladders for scaling the wall. After the conquest, the city’s Cathedral of St. John was divided into two: one
half was used as a church, the other half became a mosque.2 In most conquered territories, early Muslim rule
not only allowed the survival of Christian churches, it also permitted the building of new ones, as the
archaeological record indicates.?

Jews, too, found their position improved under Arab Muslim rule. In an apocalyptic Jewish work of the time,
God was praised, for “He has only brought the Kingdom of Ishmael,” that of the Arabs, in order to save Jews
from the “wickedness” of Byzantium.l? Until modern times, many Jews considered life under Islamic rule
preferable to that of medieval Europe, and often they found safe haven in Muslim lands after being
persecuted in Christian ones.11
THEe RuLE oF Law, NoT THE RULER

The dhimma system was just one of the many implications of a basic idea that the Qur’an introduced:
Humans have rights ordained by God, and no other human can violate these rights. This idea would allow
Muslims to create a civilization based on the rule of law.

Here we should stop to consider what “rule of law” means. The lack of law, and an authority that imposes it,
can easily lead to anarchy and chaos, under which it would be impossible to protect the rights and freedoms
of human beings. But the mere existence of law, and an imposing authority, is not necessarily a blessing,
because the law can also be unjust and tyrannical. The “rule of law” under Stalin, for example, was
horrendous. In that case, the purpose of the law was to protect not the rights and freedoms of individuals but
the ideologies and interests of the Communist Party. Whenever a ruler or oligarchy makes laws to protect its
own interests, the “rule of law” will be unjust and unfree.

What is needed, then, is a rule of law whose purpose is to protect not the ruler or a privileged class but the
rights of each individual. This was, notably, what law meant in Islamdom. And the key concept was what has
recently become a dirty word: the Shariah. Strictly speaking, Shariah translates to “the way” or “the path,”
but the historic meaning it acquired is “Islamic law,” as developed by Muslim scholars in reference to the
Qur’an and the tradition of the Prophet.

This definition of the Shariah is common knowledge, but the key point that it underlines often goes without
notice: the fact that the Shariah was developed (or, more precisely, “discovered”) by scholars means that it
was not dictated by the state. If it had been dictated by the state, it probably would be like Roman law, which
began by noting, “The prince is not bound by law.”12 But in Islamdom, all rulers were deeply bound by the
law, for the law existed before, and stood above, their reign. That is why immunity from prosecution—which is
enjoyed to this day by monarchs, heads of state, members of legislatures, and diplomats in other legal
systems—is totally absent in the Shariah. Under the latter, no one is immune, and everyone is equal 13

As a result, right from the genesis of Islam, the Shariah acted as a constraint on arbitrary rule and became
the guardian of justice. After the initial thirty years under the Rightly Guided Caliphs, the political leadership
of the umma passed to dynasties, whose members often ruled not with the highest morals but with what St.
Augustine called libido dominandi, lust for power. It was the Shariah, and the scholars who upheld it, that
would stand against their tyranny and defend the rights of the people. (For that reason, most Muslim societies
have a deep-seated respect for the Shariah—a respect that often puzzles Westerners.) Some liberal theorists
have seen a parallelism between this function of Islamic law and the “natural law” tradition of Europe, on
which the liberal political tradition rested.14

In reality, the theory did not always work. There were occasions when scholars gave in to the demands of
temporal authorities and lent them support for their ambitions.12 But there were other times when they acted
as a firm check on despotism. When Ala-ud-din Khilji, a fourteenth-century Muslim ruler in India, wanted to
overtax his wealthy Hindu subjects, he was dissuaded by his top scholar because doing so would violate the
property rights recognized by Islam. “Whenever I want to consolidate my rule,” Khilji complained, “someone
tells me that this is against the Shariah.”16

Similarly, in the Ottoman Empire, between the fourteenth and the early twentieth centuries, the Shariah
served “not [as] a tool of the upper class,” in the words of Israeli historian Haim Gerber, but as “a means for
people of the lower classes to defend themselves against possible encroachments by the elite.”1Z Gerber, who
studied seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Ottoman court decisions, points to examples of Ottoman muftis



(official jurists) who, despite being paid by the government, “did not hesitate to speak out against the
government when [they] came face to face with an injustice.”18

An interesting case was a reply given by an Ottoman mufti of the seventeenth century to a local governor in
Palestine who wanted to force immigrants in the town of Lydd (today’s Lod) to return to their villages. The
mufti’s fatwa (religious opinion) read:

It is not permissible to force them to emigrate from a town they have taken to be their home, and to
which they have become accustomed . . . for the believer is the lord of his soul; he may live in whichever
country he sees fit and in whichever town he chooses. In no nation or religious community is it
permissible to harass them and force them to go out.12

According to Gerber, the Shariah principle here was unmistakably individualist: “The rights of the state are
depicted as opposed to the rights of the individual, and the latter are found to be superior.”29

That’s why, throughout the Ottoman centuries, when the sultan or local governors dared to violate the
rights of their subjects, crowds would start protests by chanting, “We want Shariah!” They were simply
asking for justice.

StoNES, LASHES, AND SWORDS

Most contemporary Westerners who hear anything positive about the Shariah immediately tend to ask, “But
isn’t the Shariah a very brutal legal system that orders lashings, the severing of hands, or even the stoning of
criminals?” They would be right to raise that objection, because most contemporary Muslims who claim to
implement the Shariah cling to its medieval forms, which include corporal punishments that are indeed brutal
by modern standards.

But in the Middle Ages, the standards were much different and Islamic law was in fact offering “the most
liberal and humane legal principles available anywhere in the world,” according to Noah Feldman, a professor
at Harvard Law School.2l Feldman also notes that the harsh corporal punishments of the Shariah required
very high standards of proof and were designed for a specific context:

Before the modern era, no society had what we would today call a fully developed police department, and
the classical Islamic constitutional order typically had just a handful of officers responsible for
enforcement of ordinary laws. Extreme and visible punishments serve as salient reminders to the public
to follow the law. More important, if the odds of being caught and punished for wrongdoing are low, as
they typically will be in a society without a police force, then the punishment must be set high to produce
something approximating the right amount of deterrence. The corporal punishments of the shari’a were
clearly designed originally for such a world of very limited enforcement—much like the English common
law that punished every felony with death.22

“From a pre-modern view,” concurs historian Marshall Hodgson, the Shariah was actually “mild.” In an age
when torture was the standard procedure for dealing with suspects, Islamic law even “seemed dangerously
soft on criminals.”23

It is also important to note that enacting corporal punishment in lieu of prison terms was the only viable
solution in the milieu into which Islam was born. In the Arabian Desert, imprisonment was a highly
impractical, almost impossible, procedure: “It could be more burdensome to those who applied it than to
those subjected to it.”2%

Today, the problem is that most contemporary proponents of the Shariah overlook these historical
circumstances and insist on a literal implementation that does not pay attention to its purposes. Imam al-
Shatibi in the fourteenth century had sorted out the purposes, or “higher objectives,” of the Shariah, listing
them simply as the protection of five fundamental values: life, religion, property, progeny, and the intellect.22
Modern theologians such as the late Fazlur Rahman, the Pakistani-born scholar of Islamic law, have long been
arguing that Muslims today need to reform the Shariah by taking these “higher objectives” as the unchanging
norm, not the actual practices through which these objectives were realized a millennium ago.26

Other problems in the Shariah, such as misogyny, come from the fact that Islamic law incorporated a great
many medieval attitudes, customs, and traditions during its formative centuries. Stoning, which has no basis
in the Qur’an, probably came from Judaism.2Z In the upcoming chapters, we will see how this post-Qur’anic
hardening of Islamic law occurred.

Tue RuLEs oF ENGAGEMENT

Another common concern nowadays in the West about Islam, and especially about Shariah-minded Muslims,
is terrorism. Yet, in the Middle Ages, the Shariah was in fact a bulwark against what we would now call
“terrorism”: the intentional targeting of enemy noncombatants. Islamic scholars had worked out a detailed
theory of “just war,” which took great pains to honor and protect civilian lives. Bernard Lewis, the eminent
historian of the Middle East, notes the following:

Fighters in a jihad are enjoined not to kill women, children, and the aged unless they attack first, not to
torture or mutilate prisoners, to give fair warning of the resumption of hostilities after a truce, and to



honor agreements. The medieval jurists and theologians discuss at some length the rules of warfare,
including questions such as which weapons are permitted and which are not. There is even some
discussion in medieval texts of the lawfulness of missile and chemical warfare, the one relating to
mangonels [missile throwers] and catapults, the other to poison-tipped arrows and the poisoning of
enemy water supplies. . . . Some jurists permit, some restrict, some disapprove of the use of these
weapons. The stated reason for concern is the indiscriminate casualties that they inflict.28

“At no point do the basic texts of Islam enjoin terrorism and murder,” Lewis adds. “At no point . . . do they
even consider the random slaughter of uninvolved bystanders.”22

Islamic scholars had unambiguously opposed the intentional killing of noncombatants, because the Qur’an
ordered: “Fight in the Way of God against those who fight you, but do not go beyond the limits.”32 And the
Prophet was on record for having ordered his troops: “Do not Kkill the very old, the infant, the child, or the
woman.”31 Thence came the Islamic rules of war, something today’s Islamist terrorists are working hard to
ignore or bypass.32

The medieval Islamic concern for moral warfare is most apparent when contrasted with the wanton killing
practiced by some of the Muslims’ enemies, such as the Mongol invaders and the Crusaders. When the
Crusaders sacked Jerusalem in 1099, they slaughtered the local population indiscriminately. “They killed all
the Saracens and the Turks they found,” wrote a contemporary historian. “They killed everyone whether male
or female.”33 Similar atrocities continued under later Crusaders, such as Richard the Lionheart, who ordered
that some 2,700 Muslims, including women and children, be put to the sword one by one at the Castle of
Acre.

In return, Muslim forces led by Saladin (in Arabic, Salahaddin, “the Righteousness of Religion”) not only
spared noncombatants but also released many prisoners of war. When Saladin reconquered Jerusalem in
1187, the city was unharmed, and only the “Franks,” the Christians from Europe, were expelled, whereas
Eastern Christians were allowed to stay. A modest ransom was assessed, but those who could not afford it
were excused. Saladin even paid for the ransom of some of the Franks, as his personal almsgiving. The
Christians were so positively impressed by this humaneness that legends flourished in Europe that Saladin
had been baptized a Christian and had been dubbed a Christian knight.34

He was, in fact, simply a Muslim ruler who abided by the Shariah.

TuEe IsLamic FREE MARKET—AND ITs INVENTIONS

Another blessing of the Shariah was the protection of property rights. Should a ruler be tempted to usurp
property, he was blocked by “the shari’a’s acknowledgment of the sanctity of private property and its
corresponding prohibition of theft.”32 To further consolidate the protection of law, the scholars had developed
a version of the legal doctrine of trusts. This allowed the transmission of wealth across generations through
the creation of the charitable foundation, the wagqf, which was legally immune from governmental
interference .36

The result was “a vigorous and robust civil society,” including charities, hospitals, and schools—all
supported by the private foundations that were under the Shariah’s protection.3Z

Islam not only guaranteed the protection of wealth but also encouraged its creation through economic
activity. The Qur'an promoted work and trade and defined commercial profit as “God’s bounty.”38 The
Prophet, himself a merchant, is on the record with such sayings as: “He who makes money pleases God.”32 He
is also known to have rejected calls for price-fixing, noting that only God governs the market.42 “Muhammad,”
as French historian Maxime Rodinson succinctly put it, “was not a socialist.”41

With that encouragement, Islamdom in its earliest centuries integrated Middle Eastern merchants into “a
vast free-trade zone”%2 and established “financial and commercial capitalism.”42 Muslim scholars developed
some economic practices and techniques that soon made their way into Europe. The method of charging
interest without going against the religious ban on usury, muhkatara, soon became mohatra in Latin. The
Arabic term mudaraba, which referred to a business partnership, is most likely the origin of the Italian
commenda, the precursor of the modern “limited company.”44

The journey of the Arabic term sakk, which means “written document” and referred to the papers that
medieval Muslim merchants used instead of currency, is more clear: It is the origin of the French word
checque and the English word check 43

These are just a few examples. “Anything in western capitalism of imported origin,” notes Fernand Braudel,
the great French historian, “undoubtedly came from Islam.”48 It was no accident that Maimonides, the great
Jewish scholar and philosopher of twelfth-century Spain, complained of Jewish traders doing business in an
“Islamic manner.”4Z

The extent of “what the West owes to Islam” is debated frequently among historians. There is, for example,
an interesting theory on the possible Islamic origins of the British common law, which clearly resembles the
Shariah in its “judge-made” nature—different from the state-imposed Roman law tradition of continental
Europe.28 But obvious exports from Islamdom to the West can easily be traced today in English words with
Arabic roots. A short list would include algebra, alchemy, alkali, almanac, amalgam, alembic, admiral, alcove,



mask, muslin, nadir, zenith, tariff, sugar, syrup, checkmate, lute, and guitar.22 And, of course, there are the
Arabic numerals.

AN EasycoinG ReLIGION

The West was importing from Islamdom for a reason. From the eighth to the thirteenth century, the latter
was “the richest, most powerful, most creative, most enlightened region in the world.”22 Muslim scientists
had made groundbreaking discoveries in the fields of physics, chemistry, biology, medicine, astronomy, and
optics.2! “Had there been Nobel Prizes in 1000,” argues an American historian, “they would have gone almost
exclusively to Moslems.”®2 Islam’s theologians anticipated many of the complex issues their Christian
counterparts would address much later.23 Islamic cities were much cleaner and more polished than European
ones. That explains why a nun in the tenth century was so impressed with Cordoba, a city in then-Muslim-
ruled Spain, that she called it “the ornament of the world.”24

The freedom Islam offered to the peoples of the Orient, and the way it stimulated the individual, was critical
to this grandeur. This was “an unusually flexible social order, which gave anyone who became a Muslim an
opportunity to develop his talents on a scale that was relatively unfettered by pre-modern standards.”22 An
outcome of this flexibility was rapid urbanization. Thanks to its individualism, Islam had “opened the way for
the rise of the recognizably modern city, in which unrelated, ethnically diverse citizens interact with one
another under accepted codes of legal and personal conduct.”26 No wonder that by the year 800, “the Middle
East had thirteen cities with populations of over fifty thousand, while Europe had only one—Rome.”%Z

In the face of this success, there came both admiration and bitterness from Europe. Christian priest Paul
Alvarus in the ninth century voiced the latter when he wrote, with annoyance:

Christians love to read the poems and romance of the Arabs. They study Arab theologians and
philosophers, not to refute them but to form a correct and elegant Arabic. Where is the layman who now
reads the Latin commentaries on the Holy Scriptures, or who studies the Gospels, prophets or apostles?
Alas! All the talented young Christians read and study with enthusiasm the Arab books.28

The Christians who were fascinated by Muslim culture were soon dubbed by their more conservative co-
religionists as Mozarab—a term that literally meant “Arab wannabe.”22 There were understandable reasons
for this. The library in Cordoba, during the reign of Caliph al-Hakam II in the tenth century, is said to have
400,000 manuscripts, whereas the library of Charles V of France, “Charles the Wise,” who lived four
centuries later, had only 900.52

Another appeal of Islam for medieval Christians was that it seemed to be a more easygoing religion. “The
chief attraction of Islam was that it was practical; it did not demand seemingly superhuman efforts,” argues
Orthodox theologian Nicolas Zernov:

The Christian East on the eve of the Islamic conquest had forgotten the limitations of human nature.
Many members of the Church desired to imitate the angels; hence the mass movements towards the sexless
life of monks and nuns; hence the exodus from towns and villages into the desert; hence the feats of self-
mortification which showed the extent to which men could subdue their bodies at the dictates of the spirit.
Some of these Eastern ascetics slept only in a standing position, others immured themselves in dark cells or
lived on pillars, or ate only herbs, and even those not more than once a week.

Islam stopped all these excesses. It swept away the exaggerated fear of sex, discarded asceticism,
banished the fear of hell for those who failed to reach perfection, quenched theological enquiry.8
The Christians’ “exaggerated fear of sex” continued until modern times, whereas Islamdom remained more
sex-friendly until, again, modern times. Even the more conservative scholars of the Shariah had written about
“women’s right to sexual pleasure.”$2 Attitudes toward intimacy, too, were remarkably different in premodern
Islamdom and the West. Whereas Westerners in premodern times viewed the sexual act as a “battleground”
where the male exerts his supremacy over the female, Muslims saw it as “a tender, shared pleasure.” Sexual
satisfaction, Muslims also believed, “leads to a harmonious social order and a flourishing civilization.”83

These contrasts between Islamic and Christian cultures in the Middle Ages are all the more striking when
one considers how completely the tables have turned since then. Today, it is Muslim clerics who complain
about the fascination of their youth with the attractive Western culture. It is Islam that is seen as an
extremely strict, disciplined, and sometimes even self-torturing religion. And it is Islamic societies that often
appear sexophobic.

Today, it is the West that is free, easygoing, and wealthy. And it is Islamdom that clearly is not.

But why? What happened? If Islam enlightened the Orient so remarkably, what went wrong?



CHAPTER THREE

The Medieval War of Ideas (1)

Liberal politics are incompatible with . . . a [religious] community, unless it is further believed that the
individual members of the community have been endowed with reason and free will by their Creator and
that they have no certain knowledge of what were/are the Creator’s intentions.

—Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalisml

IT WAS A SEARING JULY DAY in the year 657, and the banks of the Euphrates River were impossibly dry. At a site
called Siffin, a breathtaking scene: Two Muslim armies—both comprising thousands of men bearing swords
and lances—faced each other. One was led by the Ali, the fourth caliph and the cousin and son-in-law of the
Prophet Muhammad. The other army was led by Muawiyah, the governor of the newly conquered province of
Syria, a vast territory that included modern-day Syria, Israel/Palestine, and Jordan. The dispute had begun a
year earlier when Uthman, Ali’s predecessor as the third caliph, was assassinated by a gang of Muslim rebels.
Ali had replaced Uthman, but Muawiyah, who was from the same tribe as Uthman, blamed Ali for failing to
punish the murderers. He also declared his own caliphate—initiating the first fitna (civil war) in Islam.

The two armies had encamped at Siffin (in present-day Syria) for almost three months, waiting for their
leaders to come to an agreement. Unable to do so, Ali finally ordered a full attack, which he joined personally
with his legendary bravado. The Battle of Siffin lasted three days, the death toll spiraled, and the supporters
of Ali seemed to be winning.

Muawiyah, who opted to watch the fighting from a pavilion, became increasingly pessimistic. But he had
one final ploy. Inspired by a suggestion from one of his advisers, he told his bodyguards to put pages from the
Qur’an on the points of their lances and shout, “The law of the Lord! That shall decide between us!” This
chant meant that the two sides should cease fighting and settle matters by peaceful arbitration. Most of Ali’s
soldiers could not resist that call. So the swords dropped and talks resumed.

But this strategy also failed. The arbitration, set for several months after the battle, ended indecisively, and
the two sides remained hostile. The de facto solution would be to keep the status quo: Muawiyah would rule
over Syria, whereas Ali would rule the rest of the Muslim territories—Arabia, Iraq, and Persia.

Over time, Ali’s followers would become known as “the supporters of Ali,” or Shi’atu Ali, or, simply, the
Shiites. Muawiyah, who would outlive Ali, established the Umayyad dynasty, which ruled Islamdom for the
next ninety years. The mainstream Islamic current formed under this empire would become known as the
Sunnis.

A third Muslim faction started with a group of soldiers who broke away from Ali’'s army when he accepted
arbitration with Muawiyah. Such a “human intervention” in a matter that should belong only to God, they
said, was heresy. Soon this faction declared Ali and Muawiyah to be infidels and vowed to fight against both.
They were labeled Kharijites, or “the Dissenters.” Four years after the Battle of Siffin, a Dissenter
assassinated Ali with a poison-coated sword.

Only a quarter of a century after the Prophet’s time—“the age of happiness,” as Muslims called it—fellow
Muslims were spilling each other’s blood. What happened to the idea that all believers were brothers in faith?

Tue Cursk oF PoLiticaL POwER

The answer lay not in faith but in another factor that created trouble for Islam from the very beginning:
political power. No theological dispute made enemies out of Ali and Muawiyah—or, in a previous dispute, out
of Ali and Aisha, the Prophet’s widow. Rather, they disagreed over a somewhat mundane question: Who had
the authority to rule? Interestingly, the disagreement in politics would gradually create schisms in theology as
well. Shiites soon developed a doctrine holding that the only legitimate heirs of the Prophet were descendants
of Ali. Sunnis argued that no matter who the ruler was, he should be obeyed for the sake of order and
stability. The fanatic Dissenters—who were, in the words of a Muslim commentator, “the first terrorist
movement in Islamic history”—swore to convert or kill all other Muslims.2

This splintering was inevitable, because it is in the nature of political power to create rivalries. In Islam, the
only exception to this rule was the era of the Prophet Muhammad, whose authority was accepted by all
Muslims. His mandate, after all, came from above. But after his death, the mandate came down to earth and
became complicated by all things human—differing perceptions, contradictory interests, clashing loyalties.
The first caliph, Abu Bakr, did his best by establishing an honest principle. “Obey me so long as I obey God
and His Messenger,” he proclaimed. “In case I disobey God and His Messenger, I have no right to obedience
from you.”2 But who would decide whether he and his successors really obeyed God and His Messenger? Who
would decide who was righteous? It took only a decade for that question to breed tension, and two decades to
create a civil war.

At this point, a modern commentator might suggest a live-and-let-live pluralism, or even the separation of
religion and political power. That modern commentator might also add that pluralism and secularity are
modern concepts and that it is unfortunate that Islam never had the chance to discover them. But, alas, Islam
did have the potential to establish pluralism and secularity. One school of thought, at the very least, had
developed the perfect theology for it.



A Gop-CENTERED PLURALISM

In the midst of the who-is-right-and-who-is-wrong dispute between Ali and Muawiyah, a group of Muslims
came up with a reconciliatory idea. They argued that it was simply impossible to solve a dispute over
righteousness. Only God would have the ultimate knowledge, they insisted, so humans should refrain from
decisive judgments about each other. “Had God willed, He would have made you a single community,” a verse
of the Qur’an declared, quite tellingly. “Every one of you will return to God and He will inform you regarding
the things about which you differed.”# With this verse in hand, these Muslims decided to “postpone” to the
afterlife questions of who-is-right-and-who-is-wrong. Hence, they soon became known as the Murjiites
(Postponers).

Notably, the theological argument that these seventh-century Muslims found for religious tolerance—that
ultimate decisions should be left to God—was the exact argument that John Locke would put forward a
millennium later in A Letter Concerning Toleration 2

The Postponers strongly opposed the Dissenters and their tendency to judge people’s faith by looking at
their outward religious practice. For the former, faith was not a form of action that a Muslim had to display
through his works, but rather a consciousness that he would feel in his heart. To be a Muslim, they said, was
to internalize “the knowledge of, submission to, and love of God.”80nce a person had faith, he would be saved
despite the sins he had committed. (Some have argued that they had developed an almost “Pauline”
theology.)Z The Postponers were so ecumenical that they even said that acceptance of most unorthodox
doctrines, such as “tritheism”—the Christian doctrine of the Trinity as it is often understood by Muslims—
would not necessarily imply infidelity.2

Besides opening the way to religious pluralism, the Postponers’ theology also invalidated the idea of
theocracy or theologically based political opposition. Since God alone could determine the sincerity of the
faith of rulers, they argued, political authority should not be justified or questioned on theological grounds.2
That’s why, unlike the fanatic Dissenters who labeled anyone with whom they disagreed an “infidel,” the
Postponers were able to dissociate themselves from the mutually despising factions without condemning any
of them 10

Unfortunately, a separate school of the tolerant Postponers did not last long. Their pluralist theology faded
amid the heated conflicts between self-righteous factions. But their stance against fanaticism made sense to
other Muslim parties. It especially had a considerable influence on Imam Abu Hanifa, the founder of one of
the four—and the most tolerant—Sunni schools: Hanafi.

Does Gop WiLL THE TYRANNY OF THE TYRANTS?

We will come back to Abu Hanifa again and again throughout this book. First, however, we need to see how
the very force that the Postponers tried to push away from religion—i.e., political power—played a role in the
first serious theological controversy in Islamdom: the dispute between the defenders of human free will and
the proponents of divine predestination.

Before Islam, Arabs were utterly fatalistic. They believed that men were helpless toys of dahr, or fate, which
was determined by stars and other forces of nature. 11 The Qur’an rejected this mythology by proclaiming that
it was God, an authority to whom men could appeal, who decided their fate. Moreover, the Qur’an spoke
about humans’ responsibility to make moral decisions.l2 But did this also mean that God, the all-powerful,
granted men real power to control their lives?

At the turn of the seventh century, a group of Muslim theologians called Qadaris assembled in Syria, the
new intellectual center of Islamdom, and answered that question affirmatively. It would have been unjust for
God to reward and punish humans, they argued, if He had not given them the right to choose. Accordingly,
they developed a doctrine that emphasized personal responsibility, disposition, and human self-determination.

But not everyone was in favor of the Qadarite movement, and soon an opposing school emerged with the
name of Jabriyyah. The term literally meant “proponents of [God’s] enforcement,” and its champions refused
to acknowledge that humans had any free will. Men, they believed, were simply doing what God had “written”
for them.

This intellectual controversy soon caught the eye of the political authorities: the Umayyad caliphs. The first
of these was Muawiyah, the governor of Syria, who had clashed swords with Ali. When Muawiyah died, the
caliphate passed to his son, Yazid, a despot who would soon become hated by both Sunnis and Shiites for
killing Hussein, the grandson of the Prophet, during the tragic massacre at Karbala in 680. Not all of Yazid’s
descendants were as terrible as he was, yet the Umayyads still made a bad name for themselves as corrupt
tyrants. Among other things, they were despised for introducing forced labor, which was seen by Muslims as a
throwback, “one of the perverted practices of pre-Islamic tyranny.”13

In other words, the Umayyads had a legitimacy problem. They first tried to fix it by giving themselves a
lavish title: “the Caliph of God.” This was way too ambitious, because even the highly respected Rightly
Guided Caliphs, the closest companions of Muhammad, had called themselves only “the Caliph of the
Prophet.” The Umayyads were clearly eager to manipulate religion for political power. That’s why the debate
between the Qadaris and the Jabriyyah interested them: The latter’s predestinarian argument, they realized,
could be very useful for justifying their rule. If God had determined everything in eternity, they argued, He
must have determined the sovereignty of the Umayyad dynasty as well. If God had not willed it, they said,



they would not be sitting on the throne.

The theological controversy then turned into a political one between the Qadaris and the Umayyad court. In
his Epistle on Free Will, the leader of the Qadaris, an ascetic scholar named Hasan al-Basri, openly
challenged Umayyad caliph Ibn Marwan.l?4 One of al-Basri’s followers, Ghaylan al-Dimashqi, went even
further. Rulers did not have the right to regard their power as “a gift of God,” he argued; they had to be
aware of their responsibility for people before God. He even asserted that if all Muslims truly obeyed God and
His law, there would be no need for any caliph.12

That was too much. The caliph soon had al-Dimashqi arrested and executed, along with two like-minded
colleagues. The movement would remain suppressed during the ninety-year reign of the Umayyad dynasty.

Then there is one final and quite telling detail about the Umayyad era. Of the fourteen successive Umayyad
caliphs, two of them, Umar II and Yazid III, can be regarded as exceptions to the rule, for they were pious and
modest men who tried to reverse the tide of repression and corruption. Yazid III in particular is famous for
the inaugural speech he gave in Damascus in 744, when he stressed his accountability to the people and
vowed to avoid his predecessors’ abuses of power. He promised not to squander money on wives or children,
not to transfer wealth from one province to another without reason, and not to overtax the dhimmis, the
“protected” Christians and Jews. He even assured his audience that he would step down if he failed to fulfill
these promises and that he would accept whomever they chose in his stead.18

Now, this good caliph did not just come out of the blue; historians think that he was closely connected with
the Qadaris.1Z Apparently, the political idea of responsibility to people was closely linked with the theological
idea of free will. Regrettably, Yazid III stayed in power for only six months before he died from natural causes.
And then Umayyad rule returned to business as usual.

THE Risk oF THE PEOPLE OoF REASON

The controversy between the proponents of free will and predestination was an important one, but it was
only a prelude to the real war of ideas in the formative centuries of Islam: the clash between the ahl al-ray
and ahl al-hadith, or the People of Reason and the People of Tradition.

This dispute started mainly as a disagreement over the method of the making of the Shariah, whose crucial
role for Islamdom we examined in the previous chapter. All Muslims agreed that the Qur’an must be the
primal source of the Shariah, but that did not explain much, for the Qur’an is a relatively short book—no
longer than the New Testament—and its main focus is purely spiritual issues, such as God’s purposes, man’s
moral duties, and the afterlife. Qur’anic verses about crime and punishment or marriage and inheritance,
strictly earthly issues, would barely cover a few pages altogether. The bulk of the Qur’an consists of “broad,
general moral directives.”18

How these general moral directives—such as justice, fairness, and goodness—would be applied to specific
rules and regulations was the central question of the Shariah. The Qur’an itself pointed to two other sources:
(1) human reason, and (2) the Prophet himself, as an “example” for Muslims to follow. But this example was
somewhat limited to Muhammad’s own context, so Muslims started to face totally new questions as they left
the Arabian Peninsula and moved to more cosmopolitan centers of the Middle East, such as Egypt, Syria, and,
especially, Iraq.

Little wonder that Irag would become the center for the Shariah scholars who used human reason as the
second definitive source after the Qur’an. They were, in other words, adherents of ray, an Arabic term that
means “reason,” or “reasoned opinion.” The most famed and authoritative scholar to emerge from this school
was Abu Hanifa, the sympathizer of the Postponers’ school. His thinking was based firmly on the Qur’an and
human reason and a little less on the “example” of the Prophet:

He felt apparently that local conditions differed, and that even if Medina was through force of
circumstances the city of Mohammed, yet it was a desert town and therefore you could not possibly
expect a desert law to apply to city life, when it came to matters of universal import. . . . [Hence] Abu
Hanifa relied on his threefold cord of Koran, giyas, and Ra’i, with occasional use for istihsan, and scarcely
any for Hadith.12

The Arabic terms used here are important. Qiyas means “analogical reasoning,” and istihsan means “legal
preference for the sake of the common good.” These two rational tools, along with a third one, urf, which
refers to local customs in any given society, would be Abu Hanifa’s main frames of reference. Hence, his
version of the Shariah would be a dynamic and flexible one that would uphold the general principles of the
Qur’an in any context, by being able to adapt itself to new realities.

The Hadiths consisted of sayings or reported acts attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. And, as we shall
see in detail later, these would become the pillar of the opposing school of jurisprudence called ahl al-hadith,
the People of Tradition.

A Gop witH PRINCIPLES

Abu Hanifa was the pioneer of the juristic side of the rationalist school. Yet matters of jurisprudence were
ultimately linked with those of theology—views on the nature of God, revelation, and man. Hence, in Iraq, a
school of theologians known as the Mutazilites tried to address all these issues within a rational perspective.
As genuine believers of Islam, and sophisticated intellectuals who knew other traditions, including Greek



philosophy, their aim was to demonstrate the compatibility of Muslim faith and reason.

Most Mutazilites were followers of Abu Hanifa (thus, Hanafis) in jurisprudence, others were Shiites.20 But
all of them subscribed to the free-will idea of the Qadaris. For them, this was not just a preferred view—it was
a logical outcome of one of God’s crucial attributes: justice. Since God was absolutely just, they reasoned, He
would not reward or punish His creatures without reason. Thus, humans would receive reward in heaven or
punishment in hell as a result of their free choice. Anyone who believes in a just God, the Mutazilites
concluded, had to accept that man is “the creator of his deeds.”21

But what did justice mean? And how could humans know what was just or not? The opponents of the
Mutazilites argued that it was wrong to first define what justice is and then expect God to conform to it.
Whatever God does, they said, that would be the norm for justice. Even if He put all people in hell for no
reason, that would be a very just thing, for justice has no definition beyond whatever He does.

For the Mutazilites, this depiction of an unprincipled God was giving Him not praise, as their opponents
thought, but disrespect. For them, it was in the nature of God to be just and good, and He would never go
against these principles, although He had the power to do everything He willed. “He cannot torture the
innocent, and demand the impossible,” Mutazilites insisted, not because He does not have the power to do so,
but “simply because He is God.”22

Here it might be worth noting that these opposing views of God are also present in the Christian tradition.
The equivalent of the Mutazilite view is called “rationalism” or “intellectualism,” because it argues that God is
rational and His ways are, at least partly, comprehensible by humans. The other view, called “voluntarism,”
defines a God whose ways are simply unknowable and unbound by any principle we know.

One prominent commentator who raised this issue in 2006 was Pope Benedict XVI, who, in his controversial
Regensburg (Germany) address, criticized voluntarist views in Islam. He was accurate to warn that such
views might “lead to the image of a capricious God, who is not even bound to truth and goodness,” but he was
not as accurate to assume that that was the only view in Islam. In fact, the Holy Father’s argument—that
“God does not become more divine when we push him away from us in a sheer, impenetrable voluntarism”—
was exactly the view the Mutazilites defended twelve centuries earlier, long before it was passed on to
medieval Christendom by a latter-day Mutazilite named Ibn Rushd, known in the West as Averroes.23

The rationalism of the Mutazilites also led them to conclude that God, and thus His universe, “operated
according to rational laws,” a premise that called on scientific inquiry.2¢ From this emerged the scientific
boom of the medieval Islamic world.

Besides having their own viewpoint on the nature of God, the Mutazilites disagreed with their opponents
over the nature of revelation as well. The revelation in question was the Qur’an, and Mutazilites argued that it
was “created,” whereas opponents insisted that it was “uncreated.” Semantics are important here. For the
“uncreated Qur’an” adherents, the Muslim scripture had existed with God since eternity—similar to the
nature of Jesus as described in the Fourth Gospel of John. For the Mutazilites, the Qur’an was certainly the
Word of God, but He spoke it at a certain point in history. Otherwise, they argued, the scripture would be
elevated almost to the level of a second deity—something that, they argued, contradicts Islam’s
uncompromising monotheism.

Although this debate about the nature of the Qur'an was related mainly to theology, it also had
interpretative consequences, for “a created Qur'an can be interpreted; an uncreated Qur’an can only be
applied.”?2> No wonder the Mutazilite view of the scripture allowed a less literalist reading of it, which they
needed especially for explaining the seemingly anthropomorphic verses of the Qur'an—references to God'’s
“hands,” “faces,” and “throne.” The Mutazilites were strongly opposed to anthropomorphism, so they
developed a method of allegorical interpretation called ta’wil, which soon influenced rationalists from other
religious persuasions. Indeed, during the ninth and tenth centuries, Rabbanite and Karaite Jews, Coptic
Christians, and Shiite and Sunni theologians used the Mutazilite ta’wil to defend the rationality of their own
scriptures.28
A MEDIEVAL THEORY OF THE LAND OF THE FREE

The Mutazilites have often been misunderstood and sometimes have been confused with some of the more
secular “philosophers” who also sprang from the Rationalist strain in medieval Islam but then became so
enthralled by ancient Greek dogmas that they were almost materialist freethinkers. In fact, the Mutazilites
were devout Muslims eager to serve their faith by making it accessible and compelling to educated non-
Muslims.2Z They have been described as providing a middle path between “the right” (i.e., the antirational
Muslims) and “the left” (i.e., secular or non-Muslim philosophers).28

Their contributions were impressive. By defining human beings as free and autonomous agents who have
the capacity to understand God and His creation, they laid out some of the basic ideas that we today call
“modern” and even “liberal.” Their ideas, in the words of an American law professor, indeed “appear to share
—indeed to anticipate—many principles associated with Western law,” such as “rationality, objectivity,
principles of individual liberty and equality.”22

An interesting example of this was the extension of the free-will doctrine that the Mutazilites and their
predecessors, the Qadaris, upheld. This idea led them to conclude that the world must be a free place so that
humans would have “the power to choose” (al-tamakkun wa-1 ikhtiyar). Thus, the whole world, they argued,



had to be seen as an Abode of Trial (dar al-ibtila), where people are tested on whether they are willing or
unwilling to accept the true faith.32 The Mutazilites also realized that this acceptance of faith could occur only
with genuine conviction—with “an action of the heart”—an idea that they also inferred from a Qur’anic verse:
“There is no compulsion in religion.”3! Their conclusion was that people deserved the “liberty to make
religious choices.”32

This was, a Western scholar notes, a solid basis for tolerance of disbelief and other “erroneous” attitudes,
“not because all options were equally valid, as modern pluralists would claim, but rather because erroneous
views were meant as a test of Muslim fortitude and thus had to be withstood rather than removed.”33

Some political ideas that grew out of this were also remarkable. Al-Farabi, a tenth-century Muslim
philosopher who extended the Mutazilite philosophy to sociology and politics, wrote Kitab as-Siyasah al-
Madaniyah, or The Book of Civil Politics. He started by noting that all governments on earth are imperfect,
except the one established by the Prophet Muhammad in Medina, for that was governed in direct communion
with God. Yet, al-Farabi reminded his readers, such a theocracy became impossible after the Prophet’s death,
so the rules of a just government had to be established by human reason.

Then he described his own ideal government, which he dubbed “the community state,” whose inhabitants
would enjoy complete freedom (hurriyah). This would be “an egalitarian organization where people are free
(ahrar) to do whatever they want.” Moreover, they would be “willing to recognize the leadership of those who
promise to give them more freedom . . . and a greater opportunity to follow their particular inclinations.”34
When such a freedom-promoting government exists, al-Farabi added, “people from outside flock to it,” and
this leads to a “most desirable kind of racial mixture and cultural diversity,” which would guarantee the
flourishing of talented individuals such as philosophers and poets.32

Sounds a bit like America, doesn’t it?

Al-Farabi was foresighted indeed. Franz Rosenthal, the late professor of Arabic studies, said the following
about him:

The modern reader can hardly fail to notice that the Muslim philosopher succeeded in giving a true
description of the essentials of democracy. He also captured the full meaning and significance of the
concept of political freedom for the happiness and development of the individual.38

The ideas of al-Farabi as well as other Muslim thinkers—such as al-Kindi, Ibn Sina, and Ibn Rushd—were
translated into Latin and contributed to the rise of modern Western thought. That’s why all of them also have
Latinized names: Alpharibus, Alkindus, Avicenna, and Averroes, respectively. Another Muslim thinker, Ibn
Khaldun in the fourteenth century, wrote Introduction to History, which is, according to the late British
historian Arnold Toynbee, “undoubtedly the greatest work of its kind that has ever yet been created by any
mind in any time or place.”3Z In the book, Ibn Khaldun developed, among other things, a theory of economic
liberalism that advised governments to minimize taxes, secure private property, support free markets, and
avoid budget deficits.38 The World Bank has recently referred to him as “the first advocate of privatization.”32

In short, the idea of freedom—in the theological, political, or economic sense—was not unknown in classical
Islamdom, as some have claimed. The People of Reason clearly aspired to it, and they may have been headed
toward establishing a genuinely Islamic liberalism.

Yet they were not the only folks around. There also were, as we have seen, despotic caliphs who despised
such wayward liberals, and, even more important, an opposing and steadily growing camp called the People
of Tradition.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Medieval
War of Ideas (1I)

The sinners among the People of Tradition are God’s friends. But the pious ones among the People of

Innovation are God’s enemies.
— Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal,
founder of the Hanbali school of Islam

Two decades into the ninth century, a scholar appeared in Baghdad who would today be called “a radical
cleric.” A Baghdad native, he had left the city at the age of sixteen to spend time in other parts of Islamdom,
and especially the Hejaz region, the western part of the Arabian Peninsula. The scholars there, and
particularly those in Medina, believed that the Iraqis had gone too far in their rationalism in matters of
religion. Some even thought that giving any role to human reason in religious matters was a dangerous
innovation (bid’a), a term that would soon become the Muslim equivalent of the Christian heresy.

Soon after his arrival in Baghdad, our “radical cleric,” Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, quickly became the most
zealous champion of this antirationalist view, starting a popular campaign against the People of Reason. The
city was accustomed to intellectual debates, but Hanbal and his nascent group of followers were there not to
debate but to denounce. In his sermons, Hanbal fiercely condemned all the rationalist schools mentioned in
the previous chapter: the pluralist Murjiites, who preferred to “postpone” to the afterlife the who-is-right-and-
who-is-wrong discussion; the Qadaris, who defended man’s free will and opposed predestination; the Jahmiya,
a variant of the Mutazilites; and the Hanafis, the followers of Abu Hanifa, who founded a rationalistic and
flexible type of jurisprudence. According to Hanbal, all these people had to be banned and their books had to
be buried.!

In fact, Hanbal did not even consider these People of Reason to be Muslims, even going so far as to
advocate their execution. Anyone who declared that the Qur'an was “created,” he said, must be asked to
repent; if he refuses, he must be killed.2 Luckily, Hanbal had no law enforcement under his command to
execute his enemies. Yet his followers were able to be intimidating in different ways. Once, an ascetic from
Tarsus (Asia Minor) named Ahmad al-Sarrak, a proponent of the “created Qur’an” view, arrived in Baghdad.
Hearing about the man’s “heresy,” Hanbal commanded that no one sit with him. The humiliated al-Sarrak fled
to Abadan, but an associate of Hanbal’s convinced the ruler there to have a crier announce at all the inns that
no one was to sit with him, and the poor man was expelled from that city as well.3

Hanbal’s own alternative to reason as a source in religion was twofold. In matters of theology, it was a
simple and blunt dogmatism. For example, he simply refused to discuss the meanings of some of the
ambiguous verses in the Qur’an—such as the ones about God’s “face” or “throne.” All such mysteries, Hanbal
argued, had to be accepted bila kayf (without asking how). That term would soon become a theological
principle for his followers.

Hanbal’s second emphasis, which was the basis for his whole notion of jurisprudence, was the “tradition”
(Sunna) of the Prophet Muhammad—which we shall now examine more closely.

Sunna VERsUS REasoN

All Muslims deeply respect Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, so his tradition is invaluable for all of them.
But exactly what his tradition means, and how it should be understood, is disputed. This was, at the very
least, a serious bone of contention in the ninth century.

In the eyes of the People of Reason, the Prophet was the most righteous interpreter and practitioner of the
Qur’an, but he did not possess any special, suprahuman wisdom. The Qur’an included all the revelation God
transmitted to the Prophet, and he, as “the first of the Muslims,” followed the scripture just as all other
Muslims are supposed to do.2 Thus, a Muslim would already be following the example of the Prophet if he
follows the Qur’an and uses his judgment when faced with new questions. The Qur’an, after all, constantly
calls men to aqala, to reason.

The People of Tradition disagreed. Since they were unhappy with the “excess of reason,” to put it mildly,
they had to find some authority that would limit the scope of reason, which they saw as an instrument of
temptation and deviation. That’s why, in their eyes, the tradition of the Prophet became an all-encompassing
source of wisdom that defined everything. Ahmad Hanbal was famous for never having eaten a single
watermelon because he could find no precedent for that in the tradition of the Prophet.2 In another instance,
he is reported to have asked his wife Rayhana to stop wearing a certain kind of shoe because “it didn’t exist
in the Prophet’s time.”8

This new understanding of the Sunna was a radical break from a liberal maxim that earlier scholars of the
Shariah, such as Abu Hanifa, subscribed to: “The primary principle is permission.”Z This meant that liberty
was to be presumed as the natural human condition and not abridged without reason.But in Hanbal’s world,
only what could be proven to be in the Sunna was permitted. Some fundamentalist Muslims today, who refuse
such “innovations” as democracy by arguing that “the Prophet did not vote,” are echoing this very same
mindset.2



To be fair, not all People of Tradition were as rigid as Hanbal. His teacher, al-Shafi, was a little more
flexible, and some have defined al-Shafi’s school as “semi-rationalist.”12 Al-Shafi’s teacher, Malik, was even a
little more adaptable, for he and his Medina-based community subscribed to the “living tradition” of the
Prophet, whose scope was more modest than the all-encompassing tradition adhered to by Hanbal and his
followers.

These names—Hanbal, al-Shafi, and Malik—are important, for they were the founders of three of the four
major Sunni schools of jurisprudence. Among them, al-Shafi’s school became the most definitive, for the
method that he devised soon became the norm for others. The “Shafi revolution” would be so significant, and
rule-setting, that even the students of Abu Hanifa, the standard-bearer for the People of Reason, would have
to conform to it and thus withdraw from some of the rationalism espoused by their teacher.

THE Risk oF THE HADITHS

Al-Shafi’s impact on Islamic jurisprudence is quite complex, but at its core lies the elevation of the
prophetic tradition (Sunna) to the level of the Qur’an. He envisioned the Prophet—who until then had been
widely seen as an interpreter and practitioner of God’s law—as a second “lawgiver” whose words and deeds
were as authoritative as the Qur’an.1l Hence, it started to matter whether the Prophet really ate watermelons
—and how he dressed, ate, brushed his teeth, combed his hair, and grew his beard.

By the time al-Shafi developed his theory, almost two centuries had passed since the death of the Prophet,
so figuring out his Sunna was no easy task. There was a “living Sunna” that encapsulated such practices as
the way daily prayers should be performed, which had been transmitted from the Prophet’s time in an
unbroken chain of observance. But in an age when there when no archives, records, or newspapers, how
could anyone find out what the Prophet had said or done in a particular situation two centuries earlier?

Al-Shafi, Hanbal, and their adherents found their answers in the Hadiths, or sayings, attributed to the
Prophet and allegedly witnessed by his closest companions. (That’s why they were called ahl al-hadith, the
People of Hadith.) These narratives were actually hearsay—what people believed, or claimed to believe, to be
accurate reports from the Prophet’s era. “One day I saw the Prophet walking toward the mosque,” for
example, a Hadith would recount from one of the Prophet’s companions. Then this would be supported by an
account of the six or seven people, on average, who heard the story from one another: “This is what Al-Imam
Tirmithi narrated through Ibn Mahdi from At-Thawri from Waasil and Mansour and Al-Amash from Abee
Wae’l from Amr ibn Shurahbeel from Ibn Mas’oud who said . . .”

Of course—as in “telephone game”—it was highly optimistic to think that the original message could have
survived such a long chain of transmitters. The presence of so many embellished stories only intensified the
challenge. The Qur'an was written down during the Prophet’s lifetime, and canonized right after his death,
but the Hadiths were simply oral traditions. That’s why it was an open field for anyone who wanted to put
some alleged word into the mouth of the Prophet in order to justify a view to which he subscribed, or an
interest he wanted to pursue. The very fact that the Hadiths became more authoritative under al-Shafi and
other People of Tradition added to the motivation for fabrication.

Hence, at the turn of the second century after the Prophet’s death, Islamdom became a Hadith wasteland,
with traditions justifying almost every view. Arab nationalists made up narratives showing the Prophet as an
Arab supremacist; others soon responded with Hadiths praising the virtues of Persians or Turks.l2 Another
motivation was simple self-interest. “Eating flour cookies makes man stronger,” one Hadith read, and it was
no accident that the man who put this into circulation, Muhammed b. Hajjaj Mahai, was selling—guess what?
—flour cookies.12

Other forgeries were clearly designed to denounce the schools of thought that the People of Tradition
despised. “Two groups in my community were cursed by seventy prophets,” one such Hadith declared,
allegedly citing the Prophet. “They are the Qadariya and the Murjia.”}4 These two groups were, as we have
seen, the defenders of free will and the pluralist Postponers. There was an apparent absurdity here, for these
groups had emerged several decades after the Prophet’s death so he had never known about them. But while
the Prophet of the Qur’an was a modest man who said, “I am only a mortal like you,”12 and “I do not know the
unseen,”18 the Hadiths had already turned him into an omniscient prognosticator who knew everything about
the future.

This aggrandized and manipulated Prophet could also comment on the rulers who came after him and say
such incredible things as, “God writes down only the good deeds of the ruler and not the evil ones.”XZ This
was probably a forgery put in circulation during the early eighth century in order to justify the tyranny and
corruption of the Umayyad caliphs.

Another very interesting Hadith seems to have been devised specifically to denounce those who did not
show enough obedience to the Hadith reports: “Let me find no one of you reclining on his couch,” the Prophet
allegedly says in it, “who, when confronted with an order of permission or prohibition from me, says: ‘I do not
know [whether this is obligatory or not]; we will follow only what we find in the Book of God.’ 18

At the turn of Islam’s second century, everyone, including the most dedicated supporters of the Hadiths,
knew that there was a staggering number of forged traditions. The People of Tradition just claimed that it was
possible to sort out the authentic ones from the forgeries, and that they had the authority to make that
evaluation. Thus, beginning with Ahmad Hanbal himself, they started to compile the narratives, work out



their chains of transmitters, and create collections of sahih (sound) Hadiths. The most prominent of these
scholars, al-Bukhari, is said to have chosen 2,602 Hadiths from a pool of more than 300,000. This gives an
idea of not only the number of inauthentic Hadiths that were present at the time but also the likelihood that
al-Bukhari would have sorted out only the authentic ones.

Yet soon the Sahih Bukhari and the Hadith collections of five other scholars became highly respected, and
even sanctified, among the People of Tradition. Some even started to argue that these Hadiths were so
authoritative that they could abrogate the Qur’an. (This theory of abrogation was among al-Shafi’'s
inventions.)12

This ascendance of the tradition (Sunna), which was constructed two centuries after the Prophet it claimed
to represent, would lead to the creation of what French historian Maxime Rodinson calls “the post-Qur’anic
ideology.” And this would be quite different from that of the Qur’an, which “accord[ed] a greater role to
reasoning and rationality.”29

“TOWARD STRICTNESS AND RiGorism”

The ascendance of the People of Tradition marked a turning point in the history of Islamdom. With their
introduction of a huge number of Hadiths as authoritative religious injunctions, the scope of rational inquiry
was minimized, and the Shariah became a much more rigid set of rules. The whole tendency, notes Joseph
Schacht, a leading Western scholar on Islamic law, was “toward strictness and rigorism.”21

Ironically, while zealously opposing rationality as a dangerous “innovation,” the People of Tradition brought
their own innovations to the Shariah, such as the stoning of adulterers, the killing of apostates, social
limitations on women, bans on art and music, and punishments for wine drinking and other sorts of sinful
behavior. None of these are in the Qur’an; all of them are in the Hadiths.

What really brought about this hardening of the Shariah was the projection of the customs and values of the
medieval Orient back to the Prophet. The degradation of women’s rights was one example. In fact, the Qur’an
and thus the Prophet had taken a great leap forward, “endowing them with property and some other rights,
and giving them a measure of protection against ill treatment by their husbands. . . . But the position of
women remained poor, and worsened when, in this as in so many other respects, the original message of
Islam lost its impetus and was modified under the influence of pre-existing attitudes and customs.”22

These “pre-existing attitudes and customs” crept into the Shariah via Hadiths attributed to the Prophet. The
seclusion of women was a case in point. The Qur’an ordered seclusion only for the wives of the Prophet
Muhammad, as a sign of their unique status. Yet in the Byzantine and Persian cultures that Muslims gradually
adopted, it was customary for upper-class women to be secluded from all men but their own. The
egalitarianism of Islam paradoxically spread this upper-class seclusion, and “the Qur’anic injunctions to
propriety were stretched, by way of hadith, to cover the fashionable latter-day seclusion.”23

The infusion of the misogynistic attitudes of the Middle East into Islam also influenced the way the Qur’an
was interpreted. For example, the Qur’an presents a version of the story of Adam and Eve and their fall from
grace for tasting the forbidden fruit, but, unlike the Old Testament, it doesn’t portray Eve as the deceiver—
Adam receives the divine reproach.24 But in the Qur’anic commentaries written after the third century of
Islam, Eve started to receive the blame. This occurred at the same time that dozens of new Hadiths appeared,
defining women as cunning, insidious, and immoral creatures. No wonder that Islamic feminists of our times
often uphold the Qur’an in order to challenge misogynistic Hadiths, which they see as products of the “male-
domination ideology.”22

The traditional Islamic ban on painting and sculpture also was a Hadith-induced late invention. Although
the depiction of living forms was not explicitly forbidden by the Qur’an, “most jurists, basing themselves on
Hadith, held that this was an infringement of the sole power of God to create life.”26 On the big debate
between free will and predestination, most Hadiths supported the latter view, reflecting “ancient Arab
beliefs.”2Z The Qur’anic ban on usury was similarly extended by way of Hadiths, leading to the traditional
position that all forms of interest are prohibited.28 With the stagnation of the Shariah through such moves,
the economic dynamism of the early centuries of Islam would also slowly fade away.22

The tendency toward “strictness and rigorism” showed itself vis-a-vis not only Muslim society, but non-
Muslims as well. The rules regulating the affairs of the dhimmis—the protected Jews, Christians, and others—
became less tolerant as time went by and Muslims adopted, often via the Hadiths, the attitudes of the
Byzantine and Sassanid Empires.32

The doctrine of jihad, too, was emboldened by the Hadiths and their proponents. The earlier scholars
tended to put greater emphasis on religious practices such as prayer and mosque attendance, and they did
not see jihad as a religious obligation.2l “The Arab conquests, however, gave a psychological twist to Islamic
thought,” notes Western historian Ann K. S. Lambton, “as a result of which the duty of jihad was exalted in
the Traditions [i.e., Hadiths].”32

The great champion of the Hadiths, al-Shafi, was particularly influential here. He developed the theory that
the more peaceful verses of the Qur’an were abrogated by “the sword verses,” while it was also possible to
see them referring to different contexts—war against belligerents, peace with others.23 He also divided the
world into the Abode of Islam and the Abode of War and envisioned constant warfare between them. Political
theorists after al-Shafi would enshrine this concept in their writings by averring that one of the duties of the



caliph was to “launch jihad at least once a year.”3% Most Hanafis would disagree, though, and argue “that
non-believers could be fought only if they resorted to armed conflict.”33
The People of Reason, unsurprisingly, sounded more reasonable.

Habiths REVISITED

Here I should provide a brief comment in order to avoid painting merely a black-and-white picture of the
Hadiths. Not all of them were forgeries, and not all of them had distasteful content. There are, in fact, many
inspiring Hadiths with good moral teachings on charity, compassion, and honesty. Moreover, the idea of an
Islam totally devoid of the Hadiths—as the Sola Scriptura-type radical reformists of our era suggest—is not
plausible. At the very least, without the rich historical information that the Hadiths provide us, it would be
impossible to understand the context of the Qur'an—which is often imperative to understanding its meaning.

The problem, then, is not the existence of the Hadith literature, but rather the way it is handled. The People
of Tradition turned these narratives into a sanctified source that must only be obeyed and not questioned.
Quite intentionally, they put the Hadiths above human reason. That’s why the main criterion they considered
when accepting a Hadith was its chain of transmitters—and not its content.

But the People of Reason, as might be expected, used reason for judging the Hadiths. The Mutazilites, in
particular, “held the rational sense of the content of these reports about the Prophet to be a more important
test of their validity, along with analysis of the chain of transmitters.”3¢ In the course of this book, we will see
that some contemporary Muslim reformers advocate such a rational reevaluation of the Hadith literature.

Tue House or WisboM—aND INQuUISITION

Having been introduced to the People of Tradition and their ideas, let’s return to the story that opened this
chapter: that of the “radical cleric” Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal and his campaign against the People of Reason.

These two opposing camps of Islamdom (from here on, the Traditionists and the Rationalists) engaged in
their war of ideas for at least five centuries—from the eighth to the thirteenth. Throughout this period, the
Traditionists very often secured the backing of political authorities. Only during a brief period in the early
ninth century did the Rationalists win the favor and even the active support of the political authority—a
support that turned out to be more curse than gift.

Let’s examine how this political factor played out. We have seen how the Umayyad caliphs supported the
predestinarians against the defenders of free will in order to justify their corrupt rule. But, despite all such
efforts, the Umayyads were overthrown by the rival Abbasid dynasty in 749. The latter brought important
changes to Islamdom, ending the Arab supremacist attitude of their predecessors and allowing non-Arab
Muslims, such as Persians and Turks, to hold prominent positions.

The Abbasids also moved the capital of Islamdom from Damascus, the Umayyad base, to Irag—first to Kufa
and then to the new city they built: Baghdad. With beautiful parks, gardens, villas, canals, and promenades,
this new capital soon earned fame as the most beautiful city in the world. It also would be the stage for the
Golden Age of the early medieval Islamic civilization, which peaked during the thirty-three-year reign of
Harun al-Rashid (786-809), whose magnificent court inspired One Thousand and One Nights.

In 813, Harun’s son, al-Ma’mun, a Rationalist by conviction, sat on the Abbasid throne. Word has it that the
young caliph once had a dream in which he saw Aristotle, who told him that “reason and revelation” were not
just compatible but also mutually supportive, and that a good Muslim ruler should encourage both.2Z Hence,
al-Ma’'mun founded an academy called the House of Wisdom, where philosophical and scientific works of
ancient Greece, including all the major works of Aristotle, were translated into Arabic. Great minds such as
al-Kindi, “philosopher of the Arabs,” and mathematician al-Khwarizmi, from whose name the word algorithm
comes, were also employed in this academy, along with numerous Christians.

As a Rationalist, al-Ma’mun was interested in theological debates, including interfaith ones. He invited Abu
Qurra, a Greek Orthodox bishop from Syria, to his court, and the latter defended Christian theology while the
caliph tried to refute his arguments —all in a civilized manner. Al-Ma’mun and his successors would continue
to welcome discourse with Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians, Buddhists, and many others—helping Islamdom
flourish intellectually.38

So far, so good. But in the ninth year of his rule, al-Ma’'mun made a disastrous decision that would stain all
his good works. His distaste for the Traditionists—whom he found not only “vulgar” but also politically
suspicious—led him to launch the mihna, a sort of inquisition, in order to impose the “created Qur’an”
doctrine on all scholars.32 Prominent figures of the Traditionist camp, including Ahmad Hanbal, were
arrested, questioned, and, in some cases, even flogged for their insistence on calling the Qur’an “uncreated.”
This tyrannical policy would last for sixteen years under al-Ma’'mun and two of his successors, and, naturally,
it would create havoc not just in Baghdad but throughout the empire.

The exact motivation and the culprits behind this bizarre inquisition have long been a matter of controversy.
The “created Qur’an” was certainly a doctrine championed by the Mutazilites, and, although they “were not
directly responsible” for the mihna, their doctrinal link puts them under suspicion.2? One pertinent
explanation, which also makes sense in light of our previous acquaintance with Ahmad Hanbal and his
campaign against the Rationalists, comes from Nimrod Hurvitz, an expert on the formation of the Hanbali
school. He suggests that the mihna might have been supported by the Rationalist theologians as “an act of
self-defence” rather than an attack. Frustrated with the “scare tactics” of the Traditionists, who constantly



declared the Rationalists heretics, the latter seem to have found the mihna a lifesaver, as it silenced those
who harassed them and allowed them to “raise their heads, speak their minds and establish themselves in
their proper role in society.”4L

Yet still, this whoever-suppresses-my-suppresser-is-right approach was certainly wrong. It should be
acknowledged as a historic mistake of the Mutazilites and others who seem to have allied themselves with the
mihna. And perhaps some reform-minded Muslims of our day who tend to support authoritarian measures
against contemporary Traditionists should derive a lesson from this.

A further lesson can come from the fact that the mihna ended in utter failure. Not only did the Traditionists
remain steadfast in their doctrines, but the inquisition helped them gain further popularity by turning them
into folk heroes. And soon, they had their own chance for dominance.

Tue DesTrUTION OF REASON

In 847, the Abbasid caliphate passed to a new member of the dynasty named al-Mutawakkil. He was a
nephew of al-Ma’'mun but also his exact opposite. He not only ended the mihna but also reversed the official
policy and gave full support to Traditionists such as Ahmad Hanbal, adopting their doctrines as the official
view.

Now the Mutazilites were the outcasts. “Every discussion about a thing that the Prophet did not discuss,”
al-Mutawakkil declared, “is an error.”22 He ordered the Traditionists to preach against the Mutazilites, who
were soon fired from all official posts.43 The House of Wisdom lost caliphal favor and declined. One of its
eminent scholars, al-Kindi, who had produced more than 250 treatises on philosophy, physics, chemistry,
medicine, psychology, and even music theory, was beaten, and his library was confiscated. Traditionism was
back with a vengeance.

Al-Mutawakkil also suppressed non-Muslims. Under his rule, Christians and Jews were stripped of much of
their social status and were forced to wear distinctive clothing. Some churches and synagogues in Baghdad
were demolished, and every tenth Christian or Jewish house was confiscated to make room for future
mosques. Al-Mutawakkil even “ordered that wooden images of devils be nailed to the doors of their [the non-
Muslims’] homes to distinguish them from those of Muslims .44

Even worse, al-Mutawakkil’s policies were there to stay. The Traditionists continued to enjoy official support
and became “the most ardent supporters of the institution of the caliphate.”43 The most radical among them,
the Hanbalis, grew more and more assertive under the patronage of the throne. In 935, Muslim author Ibn al-
Athir wrote:

In that year the Hanbali affair became more distressing as their fury intensified. They began to raid the
houses of the commanders and of the common people, and if they found wine they poured it away, and if
they found a singing girl they beat her and broke her instruments. They hindered buying and selling and
delayed men who were walking along with women and youths, to question them about their companions.
If the answers failed to satisfy them they beat the men and dragged them to the chief of police and
testified about their immoral acts. The Hanbalis wrought discord upon Baghdad.46

At the beginning of the eleventh century, al-Mutawakkil’s policy was revived by one of his descendants,
Abbasid caliph al-Qadir, who called on all “innovators,” and especially the Rationalist Mutazilite and Hanafi
scholars, to “repent” from their misguided ways. Those who refused were forbidden to do any theological or
juridical work. A heavy-handed minion of the caliph, Mahmud of Ghazni, ruler of a vast area covering today’s
Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, carried the policy to extremes. He launched a brutal campaign to kill all the
Mutazilites and other “heretics” by “crucifying them, imprisoning them, [or] exiling them.” He also “ordered
the cursing of them from the pulpits of the Muslims. And he threatened every group from the ahl al-bida
(innovators) and drove them away from their homes.”4Z

Back in Baghdad, the caliph soon coped with the tone. He declared that anyone who called the Qur’an
created—a cornerstone of Mutazilite theology—would be deemed an infidel and his blood would be shed .48

Besides all this internal bigotry, the most destructive blow to Islamic reason, and actually to Islamdom itself,
would be an external threat: the “Mongol catastrophe” of the mid-thirteenth century. The armies of Genghis
Khan and his successors stormed the Middle East, conquering everything between Syria and India. All
invaders are brutal, but the Mongols’ terror was “unprecedented,” for they “loved destruction for its own
sake.”29As they marched through Islamdom,

Again and again, almost the entire populace of a city was massacred without regard to sex or age, only
skilled artisans being saved and transported away; even peasants were involved, being used as a living
mass of rubble forced ahead of the army to absorb arrows and fill moats.29

In 1258, the Mongols sacked Baghdad—then the most vibrant and polished city of Islamdom, if not the
world. They massacred almost the whole Muslim population, including the caliph, and destroyed the House of
Wisdom, with its magnificent collection of the works of the Mutazilites and other intellectuals of Islam. It was
said that so many manuscripts were thrown into the Tigris that the river turned black from the ink for days on
end.21The Mongols even shattered the irrigation systems of the Middle East, reducing agricultural production



to one-tenth of what it had been before.22 This was colossal destruction that Europe was lucky to have never
faced.53

A similar tragedy would hit Spain, the western edge of Islamdom, three centuries later. The Muslim
kingdom there, called al-Andalus, had preserved the intellectual sophistication of the Rationalist school, along
with magnificent works of art and architecture and a spirit of convivencia—cultural and civic collaboration
among Muslims, Jews, and Christians.2¢ As in Baghdad, though, this medieval enlightenment was afflicted
first by internal bigotry and then by external invasion. The rich libraries of Muslim Spain were attacked first
by the Kharijite-like militant Muslims from North Africa and then by the Spanish Reconquista, which expelled
all Muslims and Jews from the Iberian Peninsula.22 When Inquisitor Ximenez de Cisneros ordered the burning
of some eighty thousand Muslim books in Granada in 1499, “to sweep away all the traces of the teachings of
Islam,” what he was really sweeping away was the best of Islam.26

Tue Not-So-Unitep CoLoRs OF SUNNI IsLam

The war of ideas between the Traditionists and the Rationalists of Islam was a long and complex one, and
we have covered only the headlines of this curious story. The result, in a nutshell, was that the Traditionists
won and the Rationalists lost. This was the outcome of a trend that started in the third century of Islam and
crystallized in the fifth.

The Traditionist victory had permanent consequences for Muslim thinking. “In the very early period the
Muslims interpreted the Qur’an pretty freely,” notes the late Fazlur Rahman, the prominent Muslim modernist
theologian. “But after the 2nd century . . . the lawyers neatly tied themselves and the Community down . . .
and theology became buried under the weight of literalism.”®Z The Traditionists also swept aside the
individualist spirit of the Qur’an, for they “cared little for the individual and his personal experience.” Instead,
they emphasized “almost exclusively the social content of Islam . . . [and] refused to allow the individual the
right of creative thinking.”28

As early as the third century of Islam (tenth century), Traditionists were already arguing that all problems
that Muslims could ever face were solved, and there was no need for further inquiry. The gates of ijtihad
(independent reasoning), they famously claimed, were closed.

The rise of Sufism, the mystical tradition in Islam, as a popular trend in the ninth century and onward was
in some ways an effort to find a breath of fresh air outside this narrow and hard legalism and to create room
for the individual.22 It might be worthwhile to note that, despite views to the contrary, Sufism had its origin in
the Qur’an,®9 and it had some common roots with the Mutazilites.81

The Traditionists were, however, far from a uniform group; the legacy of the Rationalist school did not
disappear entirely and found its way into some Traditionist schools. What emerged at the end of the long
controversy between reason and dogma was more of a spectrum of thought rather than a black-and-white
division.

The most definitive name in the Traditionist camp, as we have seen, was al-Shafi, whose followers created
the Shafi school. Their method became so dominant that soon even the less Hadith-oriented Malikis (followers
of Malik) and the formerly Rationalist Hanafis were forced to move closer to the Shafi view. Nonetheless, the
Hanafi school, which would later be adopted by the Ottoman and Mughal Empires, remained relatively
rational, flexible, and lenient.

In theology, the counterpart of the Shafi attitude was Asharism, created by the tenth-century scholar al-
Ashari, a former Mutazilite who “repented” after seeing the Prophet in a dream. In his polemics he used the
rational method, but he employed it for opposing Rationalist views and defending Traditionist ones, such as
predestination, voluntarism, and occasionalism (i.e., the rejection of natural laws). He insisted that human
reason could not find what is right and what is wrong—a view that justified the Traditionist jurists’ efforts to
find all answers in the Sunna.

The more rational Hanafi school found its theological complement in the Maturidi school, created by al-
Maturidi in the early tenth century. His views show some Mutazilite influence because of the greater credit he
gave to human reason and free will. In disagreement with al-Ashari, for example, al-Maturidi argued that
human reason, unaided by revelation, could distinguish between right and wrong.%2

Meanwhile, the most radical line in the Traditionist camp, the one led by Imam Hanbal, soon turned into
Hanbalism, the most rigid of the four major Sunni schools. Its followers opposed all forms of “innovation” and
any form of rational discussion. Theirs was such an impractical doctrine that it remained marginal among
Muslims, only to be revitalized during times of crisis, such as the catastrophic Mongol invasion in the
thirteenth century.

The eighteenth century would see a surprising revival of the Hanbali school in the Arabian Desert under the
leadership of another radical cleric named Muhammad ibn Abd-al-Wahhab. His followers, who became known
as Wahhabis, started a militant campaign against the Ottoman Empire, which they condemned for Sufism and
other “innovations.” The empire kept in check these latter-day Hanbalis—who also had a “Kharijite zeal”—
until World War I, when the British Empire decided to destroy Ottoman power and establish Arabia as an
independent state.53

Soon Arabia would become Saudi Arabia, and Wahhabism would be its official doctrine. It would also turn
out that the country was sitting on top of the world’s greatest oil reserves—a source that the Saudis could use



to evangelize their rigid doctrine in the four corners of the Muslim world. This was a success that Imam
Hanbal, who spearheaded “strictness and rigorism,” could never have even imagined.



CHAPTER FIVE

The Desert
Beneath the Iceberg

There is a closer relationship between Islam and its geographical setting, than that of any other of the
great monotheistic religions.

—The Cambridge History ofIslaml
THE DECLINE OF THE Rationalist school in Islam, and the triumph of the Traditionist one, is a famous story—and
there are various explanations for it. Some critics have argued that the Rationalist school was just an alien
import from ancient Greece that would inevitably prove “incompatible with a Qur’anic worldview.”2 Yet, as we
have seen, it was not the Qur’anic worldview but the post-Qur’anic tradition that overshadowed Islamic
reason. Why was this so?

Some have found an answer by blaming specific individuals, such as the influential Imam al-Ghazali in the
twelfth century. His magnum opus, Incoherence of the Philosophers, was indeed a severe blow to
“philosophy,” a term that then referred to all sources of secular knowledge. Al-Ghazali is also criticized for
promoting a religious awareness based on unquestioning obedience rather than critical thinking.2 But should
we see al-Ghazali’s impact as a cause or a result of the stagnation in Islamdom?? After all, other thinkers,
such as the great Ibn Rushd (Averroes), who refuted al-Ghazali and defended “philosophy” in The Incoherence
of the Incoherence, could have spearheaded a Rationalist victory. Was there a determining factor, then, that
favored one of these strains in Islamic thought over the other?

We have seen that the political authority, the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates, had played an important
role in this story by frequently offering their support for the Traditionists. Yet even this might be a superficial
explanation, for it leaves us wondering why the political authority acted this way and why its decisions were
so definitive.

To put things in perspective, it is worth remembering that the controversy that haunted Islamdom—reason
versus dogmatism—also occurred in Christendom. Early Christian theologian Tertullian, who coined the term
Trinity, was a strong opponent of reason, which he saw as a deviant influence from pagan Greeks. “To us
there is no need of curious questioning now that we have Jesus Christ,” he wrote, “nor of enquiry now that we
have the Gospel.”2 His insistence on “fideism”—faith devoid of reason—survived as a trend among Catholics
even into the nineteenth century.

But at some point in the history of Christianity, the rationalist view became more dominant, whereas the
opposite occurred in Islam. The torch, it could even be said, passed from one to the other. While Ibn Rushd’s
defense of rational faith had little impact in Islamdom, it greatly influenced St. Thomas Aquinas, whose
synthesis of philosophy, science, and faith opened the way to modernity in the West. And al-Farabi’s tenth-
century anticipation of a democratic government to secure the rights and freedoms of the individual certainly
found its destiny in the West before anywhere else.

So, why did reason and freedom flourish in Christendom while it declined in the lands of Islam?

Could the answer be related to the fact that Islam unfolded into the Orient, whereas Christianity flourished
in the Occident?

Tue CONTEXT OF THE TEXT

The doctrines of a religion do not derive just from its sacred texts. Those texts, especially in the
“Abrahamic” religions, are of course important. Yet they come into life in the minds, and at the hands, of
people. That’s why the same religion takes on different forms in different societies. All Christians read the
same New Testament, but those in New York are in many ways different from their coreligionists in, say, the
Philippines, where some flagellate and torture themselves during Holy Week to atone for their sins. And all
contemporary Christians are dissimilar from their medieval coreligionists, some of whom burnt “witches” at
the stake or tortured “heretics” during the Inquisition. Throughout history, all such diverse followers of Christ
have given quite different meanings to his gospel, because they understood it within quite different mindsets.

The same is true for Islam. Muslims have understood their faith in all sorts of ways, because they had all
sorts of mindsets that were shaped by the age and the milieu in which they were living. Their contexts, in
other words, have strongly influenced how they understood their sacred text.

No wonder when we look at the background of the “medieval war of ideas” explored in the previous
chapters we can clearly see the influence of context in the formation of different trends and schools that
contrasted and sometimes conflicted with each other. When we look at their contexts, in fact, a whole new
picture emerges to explain why the Mutazilites were rationalist, the Hanbalis antirationalist, and others
whatever they were. This even explains why, in the long run, the winners won and the losers lost.

Tue TriBES STRIKE Back

Let’s begin with the Kharijites, the Dissenters, who, after the war between Ali and Muawiyah, blamed both
parties for apostasy and thus withdrew from and fought against both. This first “terrorist” movement in
Islamic history—and not the last one, as current events show—was the most fanatic of all early Islamic sects.



They denounced as “infidels” every Muslim who disagreed with their doctrine and then set about killing them.
They were so inclined to violence that they put it at the top of their agenda, making jihad the sixth pillar of
Islam, in addition to the five peaceful ones that almost all Muslims accept.8 Their most extreme wing, like
today’s al-Qaeda and other Islamist terrorist groups, even disregarded the distinction between combatants
and noncombatants, killing not only men but also their wives and children.”

Now, as many historians have noted, all this fanaticism and militancy was directly linked with the Kharijites’
preexisting social structure. Most of them were Bedouin, the nomadic Arabs of the desert, whose culture, in
the words of a contemporary Arab scholar, was shaped by a “prolonged historical process of adaptation to the
harsh conditions of the desert environment.” The result was the glorification of “courage, gallantry, power,
fierce vitality, confrontation, attachment to and mastery of arms, manhood, pride, rivalry, defiance, heroism,
and austerity.”® The Bedouin way of life, in other words, was “nothing but raids and wars.”2

One of the telltale episodes about this culture comes from the life of the Prophet Muhammad. On one
occasion, it was reported, he kissed his grandson in front of a Bedouin. The latter was surprised and said, “I
have ten children, and I have never kissed any of them.” The Prophet answered: “He who does not spread
mercy will not find mercy.”12

In other words, mercy and affection was Islam’s message, but that Bedouin was not particularly inclined to
internalize it. That’s why the Qur’an warned the Prophet: “The desert Arabs are more obdurate in disbelief
and hypocrisy, and more likely not to know the limits which God has sent down to His Messenger.”L This did
not mean that “the desert Arabs” did not become Muslims. They did. But they also brought their harshness
into the religion, which was manifested in the Kharijite militancy.

If militancy was one the main characteristics of most Kharijites—albeit not all of them, to be fair—a strong
sense of communalism was another. This, too, was an extension of one of their pre-Islamic traits—tribalism.
They formed small groups quite similar to sub-tribes or clans, “as if they were trying to restore the former
groups in which they had lived, but on an Islamic basis.”12 They also spoke of their own group as “the people
of paradise” and all others as “the people of hell”—reflecting the pre-Islamic Bedouin belief that the
individual’s life gained significance only by membership in a closed community.13

This tribalism was a feature of the desert Arabs, but it also appealed to some urban dwellers who were in
search of such a tightly knit group. Thus, in the cities, the Kharijites “became a focus for discontented
elements” and attracted “the young, the obscure and many ex-slaves and converts.”14 The similarity of this
Kharijite base to that of contemporary militant Islamism—the tribal, Taliban-like groups in the rural areas, the
disenchanted youth in the big cities—is most remarkable.

TueE COSMOPOLITAN VERSUS THE PAROCHIAL

Despite their appeal to the discontented, the Kharijites were a marginal force in the formative centuries of
Islam. The real and definitive power struggle was between the Rationalists and the Traditionists, as explained
in the previous chapter. And both schools had their own distinctive backgrounds.

The Rationalists were the complete opposite of the desert-based, tribal Kharijites. It surely was no accident
that the Rationalists thrived in the big cities of first Syria and then Iraq, dynamic centers of trade and culture.
The Qadarite movement, for example—the earliest defenders of the free-will idea—had emerged from the
“urban culture of the new classes of merchants and educated people.”ﬁ Their heirs, the Mutazilites, were
similar: well-educated, cosmopolitan intellectuals exposed to various peoples, traditions, and philosophies.
That is why they were driven to create a coherent and rational Islamic theology that would appeal to the
intellects of the Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians, and Manichaeans and also cope with the works of Greek
philosophers.

As a case in point, consider Abu Hanifa, the leading figure of the Rationalist school of jurisprudence. His
thinking closely paralleled that of the Rationalist Mutazilites and the pluralist Postponers. Hence, his critics
accused him “of neglecting the Sunnah in favor of analogical reasoning and of making immoderate use of his
own opinion.”16 He was also a proponent of human freedom. “Neither the community nor the government is
entitled to interfere with the liberty of the individual,” Abu Hanifa held, as long as the individual has not
violated the law.1Z

And these views were connected to Abu Hanifa’s context. He was based in Kufa, Iraq, the Abbasid capital
before the creation of Baghdad. Kufa was a center for not only intellectuals, but also tradesmen. And Abu
Hanifa was both. He was a lifelong merchant, and a pretty worldly one:

He even went to Basrah to debate the opinions of the advocates of various sects, and even of the Dahrites,
who were atheist materialists. . . . In his city, Abu Hanifa rubbed shoulders with Greeks, Indians, Persians,
and Arabs, and their sundry cultures came in addition to the many different trends of thought. . . . Those
features were to exert obvious influence on his thought, as, indeed, was his constant involvement in trade.
His legal thought was directly confronted with the reality of customs, trading, and financial practices and
the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of failing to take into account the interests of the people. His reading
of the [religious] texts is therefore naturally impregnated with the requirements of reality and of people’s
daily life 18

Now, compare that description, written by Tarig Ramadan, a prominent Muslim reformist of our times, to



the life of Ahmad Hanbal, the radical cleric in Baghdad who denounced all “innovators.” Hanbal, “a petty
landlord,” was not only aloof from the market but also strongly opposed to it12 His followers were known for
two things: “a profound knowledge of hadith as well as an aversion to the outside world.”22 He told his
followers that anyone outside their Traditionist community was corrupt. Thus, anything those outsiders built,
inhabited, produced, sold, or gave away constituted contamination. Hanbal even enjoined his followers not to
drink water from wells built on roadsides or buy merchandise from street vendors. The goal—and the effect—
was to “isolate the community from the economic mainstream.”2!

No wonder Hanbal’s message found a following not among the merchants and intellectuals of Baghdad but
among the less-educated classes. Their opponents called the movement hashwiyyah, meaning “vulgar
populace.”22Their religious vision “stressed loyalty to the past” and was “communal” in nature, which was
also reflective of their class.23 This probably also explains why the Hanbalis were “people with a taste for the
concrete and specific, and a dislike for the theoretical and abstract.”24

Even the extreme piety of Imam Hanbal and his followers can be traced to the “antiluxurious” tendencies of
the masses. For example, the most luxurious form of art, sculpture, which required “the greatest aristocratic
or priestly taste and resources,” was entirely banned by the Hanbalis; the art that “every class could indulge
in,” poetry, was almost never condemned.22

In short, the war of ideas between Rationalism and Traditionism in the formative centuries of Islam had
much to do with the backgrounds and contexts of the followers of these two camps. The former represented
the Islam of the urban cosmopolites, who engaged with different ideas thanks to the dynamism created by
commerce. The latter represented the Islam of those who were more parochial. Both camps consisted of
devout believers, but they were looking at the world, and their religion, from quite different perspectives.

In fact, a similar dichotomy could also be observed in Christendom—albeit not until the seventeenth
century. One of the religious controversies in Europe at that time was the issue of toleration, and some of the
most tolerant views came from merchants “whose vocations exposed them to the benefits of pluralism.” It
was the time when “the economic dynamism of the Dutch Republic” helped create a new narrative in which
“prosperity and toleration were seen as twins.”26 This economic dynamism kept on pushing for “innovations”
in the West, leading to changes in religious ideas, along with developments in the arts, sciences, and
philosophy; the emergence of democracy; and the advance of freedom.

Perhaps, then, the question should be: Why did the same economic dynamism fail to prevail in Islamdom?

It's THE EcoNomy, ESSENTIALIST

Mahmood Ibrahim, professor of Islamic history at California State Polytechnic University, has a compelling
theory that offers a possible answer. He starts by showing what we have observed so far: The Rationalists,
particularly the Mutazilites, constituted an economic class. Most were merchants, others were “artisans or
were associated with artisans.”2Z Their opponents, the Traditionists, were led by the opposite class: the
landlords.28 So the war of ideas between these camps was “not merely a theological or doctrinal dispute, but
a social conflict fought on an ideological plane.”22

Politically speaking, the turning point of this dispute, as noted in the previous chapter, was the arrival of al-
Mutawakkil, the Abbasid caliph who ended the brief pro-Mutazilite policy of his direct predecessors and
supported the Traditionists. But there was also an economic side to this change. Quite tellingly, al-Mutawakkil
established a new economic system that elevated the role, and the revenues, of the landlords. This system,
called igta, was a form of land grant. The caliph would temporarily grant a piece of land to a landlord who
could then tax the peasants who lived on the land. The landlord, to make sure that the peasants continued to
produce crops for him, would recruit many soldiers.

The resulting system increased the power of landowners and the soldiers they employed—at the expense of
the merchants. The caliphs after al-Mutawakkil would continue to prefer this system, for they could tax land,
as visible wealth, more easily than they could tax merchants’ profits.22 The role of the soldiers would be
further consolidated in the face of the threat posed and the destruction caused by the Crusaders and the
Mongols in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

According to Dr. Ibrahim, this transition in Islamdom from “a commercially based capitalistic period” to “an
agrarian based semi-feudal one beginning with the Caliphate of al-Mutawakkil” was quite fateful 2L It was the
very infrastructure of the transition from Rationalism to Traditionism.

A study on labor in medieval Middle East also reveals this structural shift. Between the eighth and eleventh
centuries, the formative period of Islamic law, the Arab-Islamic lands stretching from Iraq to Spain harbored
233 distinct commercial occupations. Later, between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, there was a slight
decline in this number, whereas the occupations in the bureaucracy and the military tripled. There was,
clearly, a rise in military and state power, but “inertia in regard to commercial organization.”32

This periodization in the history of Islamdom suggests that the obstacle to economic progress in this part of
the world was not Islam itself, as some essentialists believe. “It was not the attitudes and ideologies inherent
in Islam which inhibited the development of a capitalist economy,” notes Sami Zubaida, emeritus professor of
sociology at the University of London, “but the political position of the merchant classes vis a vis the
dominant military-bureaucratic classes in Islamic societies.”33

In the later centuries (from the twelfth onward), stagnation would deepen as Islamdom became more and



more isolated and as trade, the main engine of dynamism in the Orient, gradually shifted elsewhere. First
came “the loss of the Mediterranean,” due to the Crusaders’ occupation of the whole eastern and
northeastern coastline of this commercially vital sea. This, argues the great French historian Fernand
Braudel, is probably the best explanation for “Islam’s abrupt reverse in the 12th century.”34 In the thirteenth
century, the Mongol catastrophe would impose a much more abrupt, and tragic, reversal.

The final blow would come in the fifteenth century with the Age of Discovery, during which Western
Europeans found direct ocean routes to India, China, and elsewhere. Consequently, world trade routes would
rapidly shift to the oceans, enriching Western Europe. Not only did this further impoverish the Middle East, it
even made the Mediterranean a backwater. This whole northwestern movement of “world capital” between
the twelfth and the eighteenth centuries explains, in the apt title of one of Braudel’s essays, “the greatness
and decline of Islam.”32

As trade declined so gradually, and dramatically, there remained only one major factor as a context to shape
the Muslims’ understanding of the Qur’anic text: the land of the Middle East—the arid Middle East.

Deep Down, IT's EVEN THE ENVIRONMENT

Throughout this book, I have used the term Islamdom. To visualize which part of the world this term
describes, search for “Islamic world map” on the Internet. Then please do a second search, for “world aridity
map.” You will see an amazing correlation between “Islamic” and “aridity.”

This is a curious phenomenon that led some observers to think that Islam as a religion was particularly
suitable to a certain kind of environment—deserts and dry steppes.26 This is wrong, for Islam has flourished
in rainy and fertile lands as well—such as the Far East, the Balkans, and certain parts of Turkey and Iran. But
the regions where formative developments in Islam occurred were indeed almost all arid. So, could there be a
link between this type of environment and those formative developments?

The late Joseph Schacht, a leading Western scholar on Islamic law, believed so. To explain the Traditionists’
passionate adherence to the idea of the Sunna of the Prophet, which we have seen, he referred to their
mindset, which was shaped by their physical environment:

The Arabs were, and are, bound by tradition and precedent. Whatever was customary was right and
proper; whatever the forefathers had done deserved to be imitated. This was the golden rule of the Arabs
whose existence on a narrow margin in an unpropitious environment did not leave them much room for
experiments and innovations which might upset the precarious balance of their lives. In this idea of
precedent or sunna the whole conservatism of the Arabs found expression. . . .

Early
g Eighth

Century

Late
Fiftcenth

Century

e ,»/—\\:\-

n K
g \ g
o ~dpee

Aleppo ez,

FoS

i GOLD, IVORY, SLAVES, SFICES —-4

These two maps show how world trade, and the urban cosmopolitanism it fostered, shifted its weight from the Islamic Middle East to Europe
between the eighth and fifteenth centuries. (Source: Colin McEvedy, The Penguin Atlas of Medieval History [Harmondsworth, UK, and New
York: Penguin Books, 1961], pp. 43 and 89)

[It] presented a formidable obstacle to every innovation, and in order to discredit anything it was, and still
is, enough to call it an innovation. Islam, the greatest innovation that Arabia saw, had to overcome this
obstacle, and a hard fight it was. But once Islam had prevailed, even among one single group of Arabs,
the old conservatism reasserted itself; what had shortly before been an innovation now became the thing

to do, a thing hallowed by precedent and tradition, a sunna.3Z



Consequently, the Arab distaste toward “innovation,” a product of the culture of the desert, in which hardly
any innovation lives, crept into Islam and became a part of it. “The worst things are those that are novelties,”
read one of the popular Hadiths favored (and probably invented) by the Traditionists. “Every novelty is an
innovation, every innovation is an error, and every error leads to Hellfire.”38 This was not the wisdom of the
Prophet, as was thought, but the culture of the desert.

It probably was not an accident that the idea of strict obedience to an all-encompassing Sunna was coming
mainly from the Arabs, while most of the Mutazilites were Iragis or Persians, whose cultural background was
Babylonian or Persian, Christian, Zoroastrian, or Manichaean. Therefore, although they were firmly attached
to the Qur’an, they were not so willing to “accept Arabian attitudes not considered essential to Islam.”32

I should note that the term Arab in this context refers only to the “original Arabs” of the Arabian Peninsula
—the Bedouin. The wider Arabic world of today, stretching from Morocco to the Persian Gulf, is mostly made
up of “late Arabs,” who, with the spread of Islam, adopted the Arabic language. I should also note that what
we are speaking about here is not any inherent characteristic of any group of people, but rather certain
cultural traits formed by the physical terrain where they live. Ibn Khaldun, the fourteenth-century Muslim
scholar, was the first to systematically study this matter. “The Arabs, of all people, are least familiar with
crafts,” he wrote, for they “are more firmly rooted in desert life and more remote from sedentary
civilization.”2? (Again, the term Arab in Ibn Khaldun’s language only referred to the Bedouin.)

In the eighteenth century, Ibn Khaldun’s idea was advanced, probably thanks to some direct connection, by
the French liberal Montesquieu.2lHis theory of climate held that the physical environment has great influence
on the shaping of cultures. British liberal Adam Smith, too, made similar suggestions.42 The theory, known as
“environmental determinism”—or, in a more modest and accurate version, “environmental possibilism”—
became more popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, influencing some Western
interpretations of Islam as well. “The Koran is not in itself the conservative force in Islam,” wrote an
American scholar in 1924:

Rather is that force the attitude of the Moslem toward his sacred book—and to things in general. Or shall
we not say that the ultimate cause is “something more reliable and dependable than the human mind”—
the eternal desert, which preserves, as in a museum of antiquities, races, customs, and religions,
unchanged as the centuries come and go.43

The late Sabri Ulgener, the towering figure of economic history and sociology in modern Turkey, also made
similar observations on the origin of some cultural attitudes in Middle Eastern societies. “Fatalism,” for
example, he noted, “was not the creation of religion and Islam in particular. It was the expression of the
weakness of the man of the desert and the steppe in the face of the staggering odds of nature. It merged into
Islam, however, and survived under the name and the mask of submission [to God].”44

Gérard Destanne de Bernis, a French economist who extensively studied rural life in Tunisia, agreed. If “the
peasants of the Muslim countries are indeed fatalistic,” he argued, this was not an irrational attitude on their
part, but a just estimation of the precarious factors that determine the outcome of their efforts: “Anyone so
placed would be fatalistic.”43

The desert not only produced fatalism and an extreme conservatism distasteful of every “innovation” but
also a very literalist conception of language, which had left not much room for a mind open to nuance and
allegory,46 and even a “lack of a sense of aesthetics.”4Z

Later in the twentieth century, though, such environmental explanations for culture and development lost
their popularity in academia, for they faced accusations—wrongly, in my view—of justifying racism or
imperialism. But the idea was “not disproved, only disapproved.”48 No wonder it is having a comeback in
scholarship and in popular literature, with significant books such as David Landes’s The Wealth and Poverty
of Nations and the Pulitzer-winning Guns, Germs, and Steel A2 “Environment,” notes the latter’s author, Jared
Diamond, “molds history.”22

ORIENTAL PATRIMONY

The environment molded the history of the Middle East as well—by shaping not just the mindsets of
individuals and the cultures of societies but also the political structures of states. One definitive outcome of
the aridity of Middle Eastern land was infertility, and hence “the lack of surplus.”2! This made it impossible
for local (i.e., feudal) rulers to gain power. Instead, power was concentrated in central governments that
could organize forced labor to build irrigation systems.32 In addition, much of the Middle East has a “flat”
topography on which “armies could march unhindered”—as the Mongol armies tragically did.23 As a result,
even before Islam, this part of the world was ruled for millennia by powerful centralized states.

Now, compare this geopolitical structure with that of Europe, which, unlike the Middle East, was a rainy
and fertile continent with plenty of regions that are “hard to conquer, easy to cultivate, and their rivers and
seas provide ready trade routes.” This topography, explains Fareed Zakaria,

made possible the rise of communities of varying sizes—city-states, duchies, republics, nations, and
empires. In 1500 Europe had within it more than 500 states, many no larger than a city. This variety had



two wondrous effects. First, it allowed for diversity. People, ideas, art, and even technologies that were
unwelcome or unnoticed in one area would often thrive in another. Second, diversity fueled constant
competition between states, producing innovation and efficiency in political organization, military
technology, and economic policy.24

That’s how feudalism ultimately worked in favor of freedom in Europe. The fertile land produced enough
revenue to allow the rise of powerful lords, who would compete with kings for power and force them to sign
liberal texts such as the Magna Carta. And when Martin Luther was excommunicated by the pope, he found
support from the powerful princes of Germany who could afford to disobey Rome.

But the arid and flat Middle East only produced the “semifeudalism” of the iqta system. Here the land
continued to belong to the central power and was granted only temporarily to the landlord, leading the latter
to “mere pillage rather than to private development of the lands granted.”®® The ultimate result was the
hindrance of an “independent, responsible, and non-alienated feudal class”—and the hindrance of political
pluralism .26

In short, while the fortunate environment of Europe helped the advance of liberty, the unfortunate
environment of the Middle East established what Karl Marx called “oriental despotism” and Max Weber
redefined as “patrimonialism”—a system of governance in which all power flows directly from the leader.

There was nothing inherently Islamic about this authoritarian system—no wonder it also has dominated
non-Islamic countries of the East, such as Russia and China. But, alas, the connection between Oriental
patrimony and Islam worked in the former’s favor as it left its mark on the latter.2? According to Bryan S.
Turner, a leading scholar on the sociology of Islam, here was the main reason why the religion took a less
rationalist and creative form after its initial centuries:

It was under the patrimonial dynasties of mediaeval Islam, starting with the Abbasids, that a different
culture with its attendant view of appropriate motivation which stressed discipline, obedience and
imitation came to dominate Islam. With the formation of an alliance of necessity between the military and
the ulama [scholars], the shari‘a as a formalized and unchanging code of life came to embody the only
legitimate language of conduct. . . . It was under these conditions that Islam was to be characterized as a
slavish, fatalistic religion, a religion of accommodation to patrimonial rule.28

The problem was not, Turner adds, that Islam lacked something similar to the “Protestant ethic” that
fostered capitalism in Europe. The urban merchants of medieval Islam, after all, “adhered to a distinctively
Muslim form of rationality."@ The Mutazilites (or the Murjiites), as we have seen, even extracted liberal
principles from that rationalism. They just could not overcome the constraints of the Middle East.

Islam, one could say, had produced the seeds of freedom; regrettably, they just were not rooted in fertile
soil.

Given this background, one hopeful question arises: If the fall of economic dynamism led to the decline of
Islamic rationality and liberty a millennium ago, can the rebirth of economic dynamism revive them? To put it
another way, can socioeconomic progress in Muslim societies also lead to progress in religious attitudes,
ideas, and even doctrines?

We will explore the answer by looking at modern-day Turkey as a case study. But first, there are a few more
stones to turn over.



PART II

The Modern Era

When there is a general change of circumstances, it is as if the whole creation had changed, and all the

world had been transformed.
—Ibn Khaldun, medieval Muslim scholar



CHAPTER SIX
The Ottoman Revival

We always explained that the constitutional regime was legitimate and suitable for the sharia. It was not
banned by it, on the contrary, our sharia ordered a constitutional regime. . . . We tried to explain what
freedom, brotherhood meant; what the meaning of equality was.

—s,eyh-il I'slam Musa Kazim Efendi, top cleric in the late Ottoman Empirel

ONCE THE MEDIEVAL WAR of ideas between the Rationalists and the Traditionists of Islam ended with the latter’s
dominance, Islamdom entered into an intellectually stagnant age that would last for several centuries. There
were occasional bright spots, but the overriding attitude in the Muslim world, especially among the Sunnis,
was defined by a strict obedience to custom and a strong distaste for innovation.2

This equilibrium would be punctured only by the intrusion of an outside power: the modern West, which,
from the eighteenth century on, was a colossal force of innovation, one that Muslims could not afford to
ignore. Some Muslims faced this reality and decided to reform their ways. Others decided to resist change,
and even fight back. The result would be a new war of ideas—this time, a modern one.

A telling moment in this new saga was the 1856 revolt against the Ottoman Empire in the Hejaz, the
western coast of the Arabian Peninsula and the home of Islam’s holiest sites. At this time, the Ottomans
controlled the whole Arab world, often ruling indirectly through local chieftains. But one chieftain, Grand
Sharif Abdulmuttalib of Mecca, had been stirring up opposition to the Ottoman authorities by denouncing
their “irreligious” ways—such as Sultan Abdilmecid’s ban on the slave trade. According to Ahmet Cevdet
Pas a, the official Ottoman chronicler of the time, Abdulmuttalib even believed that “the Turks have become
apostates,” by simply “allowing women to uncover their bodies, to stay separate from their fathers or
husbands, and to have the right to divorce.”2

The grand sharif was also enraged by the friendly relations the Ottoman Turks established with “the
infidels,” and the consulates that the British and the French opened in the nearby town of Jidda.# One British
diplomat would later describe Abdulmuttalib as “a fanatical Wahhabee” who believed that all Christians were
“dogs that ought to be swept from the face of the earth.”2

In his chronicles, Cevdet Pas,a, also a scholar of Islamic law, tried to explain that the grand sharif was
wrong on all these matters. Banning slavery was not against the Shariah, the Ottoman sultan was indeed the
sacred law’s best protector, and the maintenance of friendly relations with the infidels was not necessarily
forbidden by Islam.8 But Abdulmuttalib remained unconvinced by such arguments, and soon he launched his
rebellion, declaring,

O the people of Mecca, wage jihad on the Turks for that they have become Christians and Francs! Those
who will be killed from you will enter heaven; those who will be killed from them will enter hell Z

His men began to attack Ottoman officials, killing them as well as some pilgrims at the Ka’ba—only to be
quickly defeated and captured by Ottoman forces.8 Yet this was neither the first nor the last uprising the
Ottomans faced in Arabia. Since the middle of the eighteenth century, the Wahhabis had denounced them for
“innovations” such as Sufism, the mystical tradition that they saw as a deviation from the Shariah. In the
nineteenth century, Ottomans introduced even more disturbing “innovations”—more rights for women, more
contacts with non-Muslims, and less tolerance for slavery. For the Wahhabis, all such reforms were heresies
that needed to be fought against.

For our story, though, these reforms are inspiring—for they constitute the most extensive, and coherent,
Islamic effort to embrace liberal democracy yet.

HERE IN THE LAND OF THE TURKS . . .

The Ottoman story goes back to the beginning of the fourteenth century, when a group of Muslim Turks led
by a leader named Osman established themselves as a tiny principality in northwestern Anatolia. (The term
Ottoman comes from the Turkish word Osmanli, or “the sons of Osman.”) It was the time when the Abbasid
caliphate in Baghdad was destroyed, and the Arab Middle East was devastated, by the brutal Mongol
invaders. The decline of the Arabs made way in Islamdom for other peoples, especially the Turks.

The Turks, like the desert Arabs, were nomads from an arid region—this time, the steppe. Hence they
lacked a sophisticated culture to bring into their new religion. But, unlike the desert Arabs, who carried their
pre-Islamic conservatism and fatalism into Islam, the nomadic Turks experienced a radical rebirth. They
completely “surrendered themselves to their new religion” and “sank their national identity in Islam as the
Arabs and the Persians had never done”—to a degree that even the name Turk came to be almost synonymous
with Muslim. The result was a passionate devotion to the faith. “In the earnestness and seriousness of their
loyalty to Islam,” observes Bernard Lewis, “the Turks are equaled by no other people.”2

The Turks had not only the passion but also the military skills to serve Islam by expanding the borders of
Islamdom toward the West—first under the Seljuk dynasty, which ruled parts of Central Asia and the Middle
East from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries, and later the Ottomans. The latter gradually pushed back
the borders of the Byzantine Empire, bringing it to an end in 1453 by conquering its capital, Constantinople



(which would later be known as Istanbul). The Ottoman state grew rapidly, and, in the early sixteenth century,
became an empire that extended from Budapest to Yemen, Algiers to Basra. It became, one could say, the
world’s superpower.

In line with Islam’s acceptance of the People of the Book, the Ottoman Empire was a pluralist state that
allowed non-Muslim communities to preserve their identities and religious practices. Thus, Serbs, Greeks,
Armenians, or Bulgarians remained Christian. In the early sixteenth century, Selim I “the Stern,” a
particularly heavy-handed sultan/caliph, had considered converting all his Christian subjects to Islam forcibly,
simply for the sake of homogeneity. Yet he was convinced by his s eyh-iil I 'slam, the superior authority on the
issues of religion, that this would have been unlawful 12

Thanks to their belief in the supremacy of law, along with their pragmatism, Ottomans continued to
recognize the rights of their Christian subjects and even Protestants fleeing Europe—generating admiration
from Martin Luther, the Christian reformist, and Jean Bodin, the French philosopher.l1The highest praise
came in the seventeenth century from the Greek patriarch in Jerusalem, who praised God for putting “into the
heart of the sultan of these Ottomans an inclination to keep free the religious beliefs of our Orthodox faith.”12
(Yet such positive images of the Ottomans would be replaced by much more negative ones in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, when more than two dozen post-Ottoman nation-states needed to glorify their
genesis by depicting a “dark age” in the past.}13

The Ottoman Empire was even more comforting to Jews, at a time when they were routinely persecuted in
Christian Europe. From the late fourteenth century onward, Jews expelled from Hungary, France, and Sicily
found refuge in Ottoman lands. In the early fifteenth century, Rabbi Yitzhak Sarfati, who had emigrated from
Germany to Edirne, in what is now western Turkey, felt secure enough to write to Jewish communities in
Europe entreating them to leave behind the torment they were enduring under Christianity and find a safe
haven in the Ottoman Empire. “Here in the land of the Turks we have nothing of which to complain,” the
rabbi said. “Every one of us lives in peace and freedom.”14

In 1492, a large portion of the Sephardic Jews expelled by Spain heeded this advice and set sail for Turkey,
where they were warmly welcomed by Sultan Beyazid II, one of the most pious of all Ottoman rulers. The
Ottoman hospitality to Jews would continue well into modern times; prayers were said in Istanbul synagogues
in the late nineteenth century for the victory of Ottoman armies against the onslaught of Russia and its
Balkan allies.12

Tue Hanart Way

The form of Islam subscribed to by the Ottoman Empire fostered an important advantage. It had adopted
the Hanafi school in jurisprudence and the Maturidi school in theology—which were both, as described in the
previous chapters, on the Rationalist side of the Sunni spectrum. This gave the Ottomans more freedom in
interpreting the Shariah. Ottoman scholars often employed the Hanafi principle of istihsan (juristic
preference), which allowed alterations in the Shariah for the public good, to cope with new issues and
problems.18

In the sixteenth century, for example, S, eyh-il I'slam Ebusuud Efendi legitimized reasonable interest-
charging by pious foundations because they served the welfare of societylZHe also found singing, dancing,
whirling, and shaking hands—all banned by various Hadiths—permissible 12 On the other hand, another
scholar of the time, Mehmet Birgivi, who subscribed to the strict Hanbali school, denounced these
“innovations” and condemned Ebusuud Efendi’s Hanafi-based flexibility.12

The Ottoman system was also innovative in the sense that it gave the state the right to enact secular laws,
called kanun, along with the Shariah.2? Doing so meant that the Shariah did not cover all aspects of public
life, and the state thus had the religiously legitimate authority to introduce new rules and regulations.2l
Thanks to this tradition, the empire would be able to enact many modernizing laws in the nineteenth century.

Even the Shariah itself was regulated by the Ottoman kanun. Under Sultan Mehmed II, the conqueror of
Constantinople, some harsh corporal punishments (such as amputations of hands) were deemed obsolete and
were replaced by beating or monetary fines assessed according to the economic status of the culprit.22
Stoning also became difficult to implement, and it is known to have occurred only twice during the six
centuries of Ottoman rule.23

The Ottoman flexibility also had something to do with its geography, which, as we have seen, was influential
in shaping perceptions of Islam: “unlike previous Islamic states, the Ottoman Empire rose in Anatolia and the
Balkans, areas of solid and steady peasantries, rather than on the edge of nomad-inhabited deserts.”2% This
allowed the rise of autonomous guilds and provincial notables, saving the empire from a total surrender to
patrimonialism—i.e., absolute domination by the central power—the hallmark of that arid Middle Eastern

geography.22

ON THE WESTERN EDGE OF IsLaAMDOM

The fact that the Ottomans were rooted in Anatolia and the Balkans also gave them a unique geostrategic
position on the western edge of Islamdom, bordering with Christendom. This proximity to the West allowed
them to recognize the great transformation in Europe—the rise of modernity—much earlier than did other
Muslim or Eastern peoples.



For a long time, in fact, the Ottomans, overconfident in their superiority, were not particularly curious about
the ways of the People of the Cross. Yet once they started to lose battles with Christian powers, being forced
to retreat from lands they had conquered, the Ottoman elite began to realize that they were lacking
something. Especially after their disastrous defeat at the Second Siege of Vienna in 1683, which clearly
marked the revived supremacy of European powers, Ottoman statesmen started to think about reform.
Initially they focused on internal corruption and disorder, hoping that the restoration of their effective former
system would be enough. Yet soon it dawned on them that their decline was due not only to problems on their
side but also to the innovations on the European one.

Hence, starting in the early eighteenth century, the Ottoman government sent a large number of civil
servants to various European capitals to observe “Western ways.” Yirmisekiz Mehmet Celebi, a special envoy
sent to the court of Louis XIV in 1720, was specifically instructed to “visit the fortresses, factories, and the
works of French civilization generally and report on the modern French institutions, which might be
applicable in Turkey.”26 (The French—and, fatefully, not the Anglo-Saxons—would continue to be the prime
model of modernity to which most Ottomans and other Muslims were exposed.) Another Ottoman bureaucrat
who spent time in Europe, Ahmed Resmi Efendi, would write in the 1770s that “the age of jihad” was over
and that the Ottomans needed to pursue a peaceful path of diplomacy and reform.2?

The expeditions to Europe soon led to the creation of new schools with modern curricula and the translation
of some European scientific works into Turkish. Then came the Nizam-1 Cedid (New Order) of Sultan Selim III
in the late eighteenth century, which produced important military and administrative reforms. The next
sultan, Mahmud II, initiated an even more extensive new order—first by getting rid of the military
establishment that resisted reforms and then by introducing European-style clothing, architecture,
legislation, institutional organizations, and land reform. He also established the Grand Council of State, a
precursor of the parliament that would come four decades later.

Mahmud II also introduced the concept of equal citizenship for all regardless of religious belief. This was
directly linked to the Ottoman state’s goal of winning the hearts and minds of non-Muslim peoples, because
the latter, and especially those in the Balkans, were increasingly influenced by the ideas of modern
nationalism. In order to keep the Serbs, Bulgarians, Armenians, and other Christians loyal to the empire, the
sultan and his bureaucrats started to promote the spirit of Ottomanism as a common and equal identity
among all citizens.

The fez, the red flat-topped cap that Mahmud II adopted as the new national headgear, became the symbol
of this new ecumenism. Unlike the different types of turbans and caps that formerly differentiated religious
preferences, now all Ottomans would be one nation under the fez. “Henceforth,” the sultan famously
announced in 1830, “I distinguish among my subjects, Muslims in the mosque, Christians in the church, and
Jews in the synagogue, but there is no difference among them in any other way.”28

ARe ArL OTTOoOMANS CREATED EQUAL?

These gradual reform efforts took a giant leap forward on November 3, 1839, when Sultan Mahmud’s newly
crowned son, Abdiilmecid, announced the edict of Tanzimat (Reorganization), a document that has been
compared to the Magna Carta in terms of its content and significance.22 The symbolism of the edict reflected
the empire’s goal of reforming its ways while remaining loyal to its religion. After a public proclamation
before an impressive assembly of diplomats and Ottoman notables, the young sultan and his high officials
gathered in the chamber that preserved the mantle of the Prophet Muhammad and swore to uphold the
Tanzimat. The text began by criticizing the nonobservance of “the precepts of the glorious Qur’an,” as the
cause of the empire’s decline. It then proclaimed the security of life, honor, and private ownership; regular
and orderly conscription into the armed forces; and fair and public trials. The sultan, who took an oath to
respect these individual rights, was clearly limiting his power by law. “These imperial concessions,” he also
affirmed, “are extended to all our subjects, of whatever religion or sect they may be.”

These liberal precepts were clearly inspired by Europe, but, in the eyes of the Ottoman elite, they also were
a reaffirmation of the primal values of Islam.3? The abolition of the sultan’s right to confiscate property at
will, for example, was not just a modern liberal reform but also the reestablishment of the Shariah’s original
guarantees on private property—which had been partly eroded by the patrimonial power structures of
medieval Islamic empires, inherited, to some extent, by the Ottomans.31

One of the architects of the Tanzimat was Sadik Rifat Pas,a, author of A Booklet on Conditions of Europe,
which analyzed the reasons for Europe’s success and concluded that the key was a liberal state that secured
the rights and freedoms of its citizens. “Government is for the public,” he wrote, “but the public is not for the
government.” He also praised the concept of freedom of the press and the notion of natural, inalienable rights
of men.22 Most notably, he articulated these ideas in not a secular but a religious framework.33

In 1856, the Ottoman government proclaimed another edict, entitled Islahat (Reform), which removed all
the remaining distinctions between Muslims and other citizens and effectively asserted non-Muslim’s rights.
Non-Muslims were exempted from the poll tax, gained the right to work in the government and the military,
and earned the right to testify against Muslims in a court. Meanwhile, the sultan’s edict forbade “every
distinction or designation tending to make any class whatever of the subjects of my Empire inferior to another
class, on account of their religion, language, or race.” The echo of this on the Muslim street would be a
common joke: “Infidels won’t be called infidels anymore.”



Implementations soon followed. Some Christians were appointed, and elected, to local advisory councils
established in each province and also to the Grand Council of State. Christians and Muslims were accepted
together as students in the newly established imperial high school of Galatasaray in 1867. Two years later, the
Ottoman Nationality Law was issued, which further consolidated the principle of equal citizenship.34

During this period, the Ottoman bureaucracy started to employ large numbers of non-Muslims. Toward the
end of the nineteenth century, at least three thousand Armenian civil servants worked in important ministries
and legal institutions of Istanbul. Another six thousand were working as state officials in the
countryside.22Many other non-Muslims were appointed to such influential positions as bureau chief,
ambassador, and even minister. “Egalitarianism,” a Western historian observes, “really had begun to take root
in Ottoman minds.”36

These reforms for the equality of all citizens amounted to the abandonment of the classic Islamic political
system—dominant Muslims and “protected” yet second-class non-Muslims—by the prevailing power in the
Muslim world. Today, critics of this classic system—dhimmitude—often overlook both the significance of
Ottoman reforms of the mid-nineteenth century and the fact that equal citizenship was not established in
Europe until the same era.

Here is an irony to add: Since the non-Muslims in the Ottoman Empire weren’t doing too badly under their
“protected” status, some of them resisted the equality introduced by the Tanzimat and Islahat edicts. Equality
ended the extra tax that the non-Muslims had to pay, but it also made them eligible to serve in the armed
forces. It soon became obvious that most Christians preferred to pay the extra tax rather than be drafted.
Besides, the leaders of the non-Muslim communities also did not want to lose control over their people. When
the Tanzimat edict was read publicly in 1839 and then returned to its red satin pouch, the Greek Orthodox
patriarch did not look happy. “God grant,” he reportedly said, “that it not be taken out of this bag again!”3Z

Balkan Christians, too, were uninspired by the reforms, because they sought independence, not equal
citizenship. That’s why, despite legal guarantees, equality for the empire’s Christians and Muslims would not
be fully realized—“not because of bad faith on the part of leading Ottoman statesmen but because many of
the Christians wanted it [equality] to fail.”38

Moreover, while one obstacle to the consolidation of equality “was the innate attitude of superiority which
the Muslim Turk possessed,”3? the other one was, ironically, the constant interference of European states,
and Russia, to “protect” the rights of the Christians of the empire. To the Ottomans, such interference implied
that even if they regarded all citizens as equal, foreign powers did not. The Muslim population became fed up
with “the support given by Christian diplomats and consuls to thousands of protégés . . . who were shielded
against the taxes and courts of their own state and were often granted foreign passports.”49 This was a
mistake Western powers made then, and one that they continue to make today: their calls for greater
religious freedom in Muslim lands focused only on the rights of Christians, not on those of Muslims.

“THE MusseLMAN Is Now . .. FReE . .. To BECOME A CHRISTIAN”

One of the blessings of the Tanzimat reforms was broader religious freedom. Until then, non-Muslims had
been allowed to keep and practice their religion, but conversion from Islam to Christianity was, as the
Shariah decreed, punishable by death.

One of the rare implementations of this harsh penalty took place in October 1843 in Istanbul, but the
reactions were mixed. “The old Mussulman party had triumphed in the most disgraceful manner,” noted
Cyrus Hamlin, an American missionary. “The young Turkish party,” on the other hand, had cursed it “as a
needless insult to Europe and a supreme folly of old fools.”4l

The latter view was more in line with the Tanzimat. Hence, although the Shariah laws on apostasy were not
officially abandoned, the personal abandonment of Islam became practically free after 1844.42 That year, after
an incident in Acre, a court decreed, “No subject of the Sublime [Ottoman] State shall be forced by anyone to
convert to Islam against their wishes.”43 A stronger guarantee would come with the Islahat edict of 1856, in
which the sultan declared: “As all forms of religion are and shall be freely professed in my dominions, no
subject of my empire shall be hindered in the exercise of the religion that he professes, nor shall he be in any
way annoyed on this account. No one shall be compelled to change their religion.”44

The next year, a government commission investigating a case of conversion from Islam to Christianity found
it licit. “The Musselman is now as free to become a Christian as the Christian is free to become a
Musselman,” the decision read. “The government will know no difference in the two cases.”®2 Consequently,
during the anti-Christian riots in 1860 in Damascus, the Ottoman authorities supported the Christians who
had been forced to embrace Islam be obliged to return to their original faith.46 “The orders from the center
[were] always in the same vein,” concludes a Turkish historian who studied the apostasy cases of the era. “No
force or compulsion is admissible in matters of conversion.”4Z

But here again, the perception of Western intrusion into the empire, and the reaction to it, hindered the
evolution to a truly liberal attitude. “On the one hand, the state sincerely sought to prevent the killing of
apostates, yet on the other, it was desperate to safeguard its flock against foreign (missionary/diplomatic)
incursions.”4® Thus, “the convert or apostate became the bone of contention in an international prestige war,
in which the Great Powers sought to impose their will on the last remaining non-Christian Great Power.”49The
issue was not just religion but also sovereignty.



This political meaning attached to religious affiliation has lingered well into the contemporary era. That’s
why, in present-day Turkey, those who are most reactionary about missionary activity are those most obsessed
with sovereignty: the nationalists, some of whom are, surprisingly, quite secular.2? Perhaps this apparent
paradox also sheds some light on the political, and not religious, origins of the ban on apostasy in medieval
Islam—a point to which we will return in the upcoming chapters.

IsLamic LiBERALISM AND ITs CHAMPIONS

Although the Tanzimat reforms were driven mainly by state bureaucrats, they also were consolidated by two
other important elements: the new middle class and the newly emerging liberal intelligentsia.

Until the nineteenth century, the Ottomans relied on a land-tenure system adapted from the igta system
(discussed earlier). Accordingly, the state owned all lands and any grant of land would be only temporarily
and conditionally distributed to landlords and peasants. In other words, there was no private ownership of
land.

But the Tanzimat reforms abolished the iqta system. The Tanzimat edict denounced, “[this] land tenure
procedure which is one of the most destructive tools in this matter and any useful fruit of which is never
seen.” Soon other laws not only allowed but also promoted private ownership. The whole reform was based
on “the absorption of economic liberalism,” and its aim was to “create individuals who would participate in
economic life as entrepreneurs.”l It worked—at least to a degree. In the words of Kemal Karpat, professor of
Ottoman history:

As a result [of privatization], the old notables lost their preeminence and were incorporated into the new
middle class led mainly by the new propertied and commercial groups that arose throughout Anatolia and
Rumili (the Balkans), Iraq, Syria, and Palestine.

The new individualistic and reform-minded middle class simultaneously defended change and
demanded respect for tradition and culture, believing modernity and Islam perfectly reconcilable. . . . [It]
moved into the modernist age by preserving its Islamic faith and looking for ways to acquire and
legitimize political power by converting the absolutist monarchy into a constitutional system based on
some sort of participation. The beginnings of democracy were sown in the second half of the nineteenth
century.22

The other agent of reform was an intellectual group of the late Tanzimat era known as the Young Ottomans
—not to be confused with the higher-profile Young Turks, who came decades later and were more secularist,
nationalist, and revolutionary. The Young Ottomans were Islamic rather than secular, “Ottomanist” rather
than nationalist, and progressive rather than revolutionary. They supported the reforms, criticizing the
government only for not being steadfast or principled enough in implementing them. When Sultan Abdilaziz
gave a speech in 1868 and spoke of the newly established legal rights as if they were a part of his generosity
to his people, the most prominent Young Ottoman, Namik Kemal, wrote the following:

If the purpose is to imply that up to this day the people in the Ottoman Empire were the slaves of the
sultan, who, out of the goodness of his heart, confirmed their liberty, this is something to which we can
never agree, because, according to our beliefs, the rights of the people, just like divine justice, are
immutable.33

Namik Kemal also found the basis for representative government in the Qur’anic principle of shura, which
requires that matters concerning the community should be decided by mutual consultation. To date, this
argument has been one of the basic tools for defending democracy in an Islamic frame of reference.
According to Kemal, the Tanzimat edict of 1839 was good but not good enough. The empire needed “a charter
for the Islamic Caliphate,” which would fully establish “freedom of thought, sovereignty of the people, and the
system of government by consultation.”24

In 1868, the Young Ottomans started to publish a newspaper called Hiirriyet (Liberty). In it, they articulated
“an unmistakable liberal critique of government action, and a programme of constitutional reform.”22
Notably, they made such proposals not for a secular but for an Islamic agenda. The earliest decades of Islam,
the Young Ottomans argued, had seen a protodemocracy and a protoliberalism. Europe’s success came from
developing these ideas while the Muslim world mistakenly neglected them. And now was the time, they said,
to move forward with imports from modern Europe and inspiration from the early Islamic past.

The Young Ottomans became the first movement in the Muslim world to devise a modern ideology inspired
by Islam. And, lo and behold, their ideology was a liberal one.

Buwmps IN THE RoaD

The dreams of the liberals came true in November 1876, when the newly crowned Sultan Abdilhamid II
accepted a “Fundamental Law,” or constitution. It stated that “the religion of the state is Islam,” but it also
accepted the modern secular definition of citizenship. “All subjects of the empire are called Ottomans,” one
article read, and the next one declared: “Every Ottoman enjoys personal liberty on condition of not interfering
with the liberty of others.” Another article guaranteed that “all Ottomans are equal before law; they have the
same rights . . . without prejudice to religion.”



The sultan still had strong authority, but the new constitution also established a parliament with some
legislative powers. In 1877, a general election was held—the first in Ottoman and indeed in Islamic history.
The first Ottoman parliament met on March 19, 1877, with more than one-third of its seats filled by non-
Muslims—Armenians, Greeks, Jews, and Bulgarians. The first Islamic liberal democracy was born.

But it soon encountered trouble.

Russia—which had long had designs on Ottoman territories—provoked the empire’s Eastern Orthodox
peoples, whom it considered natural allies. In 1876, the year the Ottomans unveiled their constitution, an
uprising began in Bulgaria; it was quickly joined by Serbs and Montenegrins. Russia soon entered the picture,
and the Ottomans suddenly found themselves at war with Russians, Serbians, Montenegrins, Romanians, and
Bulgarians. Major battles occurred in the Balkans and the Caucasus, and the Ottoman military and the
Muslim populations suffered huge losses. In Bulgaria alone, a quarter of a million Muslims, mostly Turks,
were either slaughtered or died as a result of the war; half a million others, including thousands of Bulgarian
Jews, had to flee to Turkey to survive. In January 1878, Russian troops reached the outskirts of Istanbul,
creating the deadliest threat the empire had ever seen.

Then European powers intervened and a diplomatic process started. It ended with the signing of a treaty at
the Congress of Berlin (July 1878). Montenegro, Serbia, and Romania became independent states and
Bulgaria an autonomous one. In Anatolia’s east, four cities, including Kars, were given to Russia. In the end,
the Ottomans lost two-fifths of their territory, were subjected to an enormous war indemnity payment to
Russia, and became responsible for more than a million destitute refugees from the Balkans and the
Caucasus. It was the most disastrous moment for the Ottomans in the entire nineteenth century.

The internal impact of this external threat was reminiscent of what James Madison had warned against
when he defined war as “the most dreaded enemy of liberty” and the extender of “the discretionary power of
the executive.”26 When he saw Russian troops just a few miles outside of his capital, Sultan Abdiilhamid II,
who had never been a genuine believer in democracy, decided that the empire needed order and discipline
more than anything else. So, assuming “war powers,” he suspended the constitution and dismissed the
parliament. The First Constitutional Period of the Ottoman Empire, as it later would be called by historians,
had lasted just over a year.

This was only one of many examples of a burden that the Ottomans (and, later, other Muslims) would
continually face while working toward reform: they were trying to liberalize while under foreign threat. The
West, on the other hand, from the sixteenth century onward, moved toward political and economic
liberalization without the pressure of a rival civilization or the insecurity of its borders. Even within the West,
most liberal ideas flourished in those countries that were geographically more isolated and thus more secure
than others—Great Britain and the United States.

Muslims, on the other hand, would be plagued constantly by fears for their survival (as in the Ottoman era)
or by a lack of independence (as in the post-Ottoman colonial era). An additional burden would be the
psychological resistance to adopting the ways of the West while the West seemed threatening or intimidating.
Little wonder, then, that liberal ideas would be more popular within Muslim societies at times when they felt
secure and respected, and less so when they felt insecure or humiliated.2Z

WaaT Wourp THE CaLipH Do?

Sultan Abdilhamid’s thirty-year absolutist rule, which lasted until the Second Constitutional Period in 1908,
ushered in a new phase of Ottoman history. The liberal democratic spirit that originated with the Tanzimat in
1839, and that peaked with the Islamo-liberal ideological synthesis of the Young Ottomans, certainly faced a
setback. But the sultan was far from being a narrow-minded reactionary. He continued modernization, making
positive advances in education, legal reforms, and economic development, including the construction of
railways and telegraph lines. In 1895, Descartes’s Discourse on Method was translated into Turkish under his
auspices. In the same era, Western classics, as well as European political topics of the day, became part of
Ottoman intellectual life. A pious Muslim, Abdulhamid nonetheless admired Western civilization and explicitly
advised his fellow Muslims to learn from the Christians’ successful efforts to rid their faith of dogmatism and
obscurantism.28

A significant change under his rule was the subtle shift away from the policy of Ottomanism to what was
later dubbed Islamism.22 The latter, however, must not be confused with the totalitarian ideology of the
twentieth century with the same name. Abdiilhamid’s Islamism was a practical policy necessitated by the new
political reality faced by the empire. The revolts in the Balkans, which led to the creation of four new states at
the Congress of Berlin, had disillusioned the Ottoman elite, who had hoped that liberal reforms would create
national unity among all citizens, regardless of their creed. Christian peoples, one by one, were shattering
that vision.

Therefore, after the Congress of Berlin, keeping the Muslims loyal to the empire emerged as the second line
of Ottoman defense against the threat of collapse. Abdiilhamid emphasized the Islamic character of the
empire and his religious prominence as the caliph of all Muslims—appealing to, and dealing with the
problems of, Muslims around the world. He transformed the ancient image of the corrupt caliph—a legacy of
the Umayyads and some Abbasid rulers—and gave the institution a new respectability and authority.
European statesmen raised eyebrows over his “pan-Islamic” message, but the sultan had no desire to create
any new tension between Muslims and the Western powers. In fact, he would actually help establish peace



between the two—even in as distant a locale as Southeastern Asia.

This took place when the Americans occupied the Philippines in 1898 and faced a troublesome insurgency
in Sulu, the southern Muslim sultanate. A year later, the American ambassador to Turkey, Oscar S. Straus,
received a letter from Secretary of State John Hay wondering whether “the [Ottoman] Sultan under the
circumstances might be prevailed upon to instruct the Mohammedans of the Philippines, who had always
resisted Spain, to come willingly under our control.” Straus then paid a visit to Sultan Abdilhamid and
showed him Article 11 of an eighteenth-century treaty between Tripoli and the United States, which read that
the latter “has in itself no character of enmity against the laws, religion, or tranquility of Musselmen.”

“Pleased with the article,” Abdulhamid asserted that the “Mohammedans in question recognized him as
khalif [caliph] of the Moslems and he felt sure they would follow his advice.” Two Sulu chiefs, in Mecca at the
time, soon received a letter from Istanbul, “forbidding them to enter into any hostilities against the
Americans, inasmuch as no interference with their religion would be allowed under American rule.” This
message proved to be effective, and Sulu Muslims refused to join the insurrection. Soon President William
McKinley thanked his ambassador for his “excellent work” and credited him with having saved “the United
States at least twenty thousand troops in the field.”59

This was only one example of Abdilhamid’s peacemaking. He also “did his best to contain the popular
Islamic fundamentalist movements.”! In fact, by the end of the nineteenth century, some European
statesmen regarded him as an ally who calmed anti-European feelings among Muslim masses. (His father,
Abdiilmecid, also had helped the British by quieting the Muslims of India during the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857.)62

“CHANGING T1MmES LEcITiMIZE THE CHANGE OF Law”

Sultan Abdiillhamid, a peacemaker and a reformer, also introduced “innovations” to the Islamic tradition.
The biggest task of reform under his rule was undertaken by one of his ministers, Ahmet Cevdet Pas_ a. This
erudite scholar, whose chronicles on the Wahhabi revolt were cited at the beginning of this chapter, was one
of the Ottoman Empire’s most remarkable statesmen. Confidently ambitious, he reformed the Shariah by
writing a modern-style legal code called Mecelle, which many Muslim nations in the Middle East applied well
into the mid-twentieth century and Israel used until the 1980s.63

Before the Mecelle, the Shariah had been uncodified—there was no single source of Islamic law to which
one could refer just by opening a book. There were, instead, countless numbers of varied legal opinions. A
typical Islamic judge (a kadi) would use his expertise to find the right legal opinion for the specific case
brought before him. This ad hoc tradition was pluralist and, in some sense, democratic, but it was becoming
inefficient in the context of the modernizing Ottoman society, in which legal transactions were becoming
much more complex. So, a single civil code usable throughout the whole empire was essential.

Faced with this need, some Ottoman statesmen, such as Ali Pas,a, proposed to incorporate the European
legal system en bloc, and they even opted for a complete translation of the French Civil Code—an idea that
would be applied later by the secularists of the twentieth century. Others, including Cevdet Pas,a, favored not
an abandonment of the whole tradition but rather a reform of its structure and content. The latter idea
prevailed, and Cevdet Pas,a was appointed in 1868 as the head of a commission for codifying and
modernizing the Shariah.

After ten years of meticulous work, the commission came up with a sixteen-volume magnum opus, which
was based mainly on the Hanafi school of jurisprudence, but it had modernized some of its aspects and used
the tools of the Rationalist school of jurisprudence to select the most convenient alternatives. In his
introduction, Cevdet Pas,a referred to a Rationalist maxim: “Changing times legitimize the change of law.”

To convince more conservative scholars of the legitimacy of his reform, Cevdet Pas_a referred to the works
of Jalal al-Din al-Dawani, a fifteenth-century Hanafi scholar, who argued that the political authority had a
legitimate right to introduce new legal rulings that did not exist in the Shariah but that were beneficial to the
community. Al-Dawani even justified the formation of non-Shariah courts, which would help Cevdet Pas,a and
other Ottoman reformists design the secular courts that the empire opened in the Tanzimat era to decide
cases under new criminal and commercial legal codes.5¢

Together, these changes amounted to a reform within the Islamic tradition, not against it. What Cevdet
Pas,a did was “explain and validate the new individualistic concepts of reform and change in Islamic
terms.”82 This was indeed the spirit of the whole Ottoman modernization. For this reason, with the exception
of some fringe reactionaries such as the Wahhabis in Arabia, and a few isolated incidents in Istanbul, the
Ottoman reforms did not face an Islamic backlash .58

Secularist Turks today often believe that religious authorities resisted the whole modernization effort, but
this is a myth created in the Republican era in order to discredit the ancien régime. Historical research
proves that the religious class collaborated on the modernization program. In fact, some religious scholars
were themselves reformers, while “the protest against secularizing reforms was mainly expressed by the
lower echelons of the religious class.”87 Besides, most resistance to modernization arose from mundane self-
interest. The reason for the long-delayed import of printing presses, for example, was not religious bigotry, as
has been claimed, but the opposition of the scribes, then a powerful class, who feared losing their jobs.88

NEew Ipeas, NEw THEOLOGIES
Ottoman modernization entered into a new era in 1908, when the Young Turks, an opposition movement to



Abdilhamid established by officers and intellectuals, forced the sultan to restore the constitution and
reconvene the parliament. The Young Turks consisted of a coalition with a range of political tendencies:
although some aspired to authoritarian rule, others were genuine liberals. No wonder that the Second
Constitutional Period, which they initiated, was celebrated throughout the empire as the advent of Hurriyet
(Liberty).

The following decade would indeed be the most liberal one Turkey has seen to date in terms of freedom of
thought. Among the numerous intellectual societies that formed in Istanbul were two feminist clubs. One of
their articulate spokeswomen, Fatma Nesibe, quoted John Stuart Mill in her public lectures. Another
prominent feminist, Fatma Aliye, the daughter of Ahmet Cevdet Pas_ a, opposed polygamy and engaged in a
lively polemic with a conservative writer, Mahmut Esat Efendi. Yet none of these Ottoman feminists were far
from the Muslim faith. Rather, they supported the feminist agenda by pointing to examples from the Qur’an
and the days of “undistorted Islam”—the age before misogyny was introduced into religious texts by some
medieval scholars.52

In fact, progress had already been made on women'’s rights since the Tanzimat edict. Modern schools for
women had been established in the mid-nineteenth century, and a more modern female lifestyle had
developed, leading an Egyptian feminist of the early twentieth century to call for “adopting the veil and
outdoor dress of the Turkish women of Istanbul.”Z9 The Ottoman family law of 1917 would take women’s
liberty a step further, with the introduction of women’s right to divorce and the effective abolition of
polygamy.ZL

Another remarkable phenomenon of the final decade of the Ottoman Empire was the influx of secular
European thought, including atheist and antireligious philosophies, into Ottoman society. Popular books by
Ernst Haeckel, an advocate of Social Darwinism, and Ludwig Biichner, a proponent of scientific materialism,
were translated into Turkish by the more secular Young Turks, who had begun to see religion as an “obstacle
to progress” that needs to be replaced by science.

The response of the more religious intellectuals was not to silence these ideas by force but to refute them
by reason—just as the Mutazilites had done a millennium earlier in the face of the challenge from Greek
philosophy. s ehbenderzade Ahmet Hilmi wrote a book titled Is It Possible to Deny God?, and Ismail Fenni
Ertug rul penned The Refutation of the Materialist School. Another name among these Islamic modernists,
I'smail Hakki I'zmirli, who studied in both classical and modern schools of the empire, promoted a “new
theology” that would incorporate new philosophies.Z2 “The ancient books of [Islamic] theology often
mentioned Thales, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle or Xenon,” he noted, and argued:

Similarly, today ideas of thinkers such as Bacon, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, Malebranche, Hume,
Kant, Hegel, Auguste Comte, Hamilton, Stuart Mill, Spencer and Bergson need to be considered. . . . The
Greek philosophers were easily accepted in the ancient theology books; today they should be replaced by
French, British or German ones.Z3

I'zmirli emphasized the value of freedom in Islam, even defining the latter as a “religion of equality and
liberty.”Z4 This attitude was common among the Islamic modernists of the late Ottoman period. Recognizing
the value of freedom thanks to their exposure to Western liberalism, they then reread the scripture from this
new perspective. So, the Qur’anic verse, “Everyone acts according to his own disposition,” was now
interpreted as a justification for individual liberty.Z2> The verse, “That man can have nothing but what he
strives for,” was seen as encouragement for private enterprise and the market economy.Z® The Qur’anic
advice for “consultation” was taken as a basis for parliamentary democracy, and the commandment to “forbid
the wrong” was reinterpreted as a limit on the powers of the sultan.ZZ

One Muslim thinker who supported these interpretations, Doktor Hazik, was quite thrilled by the liberalism
he discovered in Islam. “When you look at our religion with the eyes of wisdom, you will see how wide its
fields of liberty are,” he wrote in his 1916 book, Din ve Hiirriyet (Religion and Liberty). “In the face of all
this,” he added, “one loses his mind with excitement!”Z8 Ahmed Naim Bey, another modernist Islamist, was
critical of the French Revolution, but he was also convinced that the principles it praised—Liberty, Equality,
and Fraternity—were “already self-evidently true for people raised with Islamic ideas.”Z2

These Muslim liberals were sometimes reading into the scripture what they wanted to hear. But medieval
Muslims, too, had read into the scripture the norms of their own time and milieu. This shift in religious
perceptions spurred by social change was noticed by the Ottoman intelligentsia as well. One of them, Ziya
Gokalp, seeking to combine Western sociology with Islamic jurisprudence, developed a discipline that he
called “the science of the social roots of law” (i¢timai usul-i fikih). The Shariah, according to Gokalp, required
extensive modernization for which sociologists and Islamic scholars needed to work together.

Another prominent Ottoman, Sabahattin Bey, founder of the Party of Liberals (Ahrar), had his “aha” moment
at the turn of the twentieth century while reading French writer Edmond Demolins’s A quoi tient la
Supériorité des Anglo-Saxons, or The Anglo-Saxon Superiority: To What It Is Due. He pinned down the secret
of progress as “individual entrepreneurship and decentralization” and promoted these ideas among the
Ottoman elite. “[The] obstacle for our progress is not religion,” he once said, in response to the then-nascent
ultra-secularist movement that blamed religion. “The obstacle is the structure of our society.”8%



Meanwhile, prominent poet Mehmet Akif Ersoy, author of the Turkish national anthem, was writing
influential poems calling on Muslims to abandon blind obedience to tradition and use their reason to
understand the scripture. “We should take the inspiration directly from the Qur’an,” he said in a famous line,
“and make Islam speak to the mind of the [modern] age.”81

A Tracic END—AaND THE END oF ALL PEACE

Despite the new ideas, laws, and institutions that the Ottomans adopted in their final century, the empire
failed to catch up with the industrialized nations of Europe and felt trapped when Britain and France, its
former friends, allied themselves in 1907 with Russia, its perpetual enemy, in the face of rising German
power. For the Ottoman elite, the only option was to ally themselves with Berlin—a fateful decision that would
place them on the losing side in World War I.

The most lethal nail in the empire’s coffin, though, was what ultimately tore apart its pluralist system:
nationalism. One by one, the Christian peoples of the Balkans launched rebellions to achieve independence.
Each was a joyful moment of national liberation for the new nation, but for those in the minority, it was a
nightmare. “Serbia for the Serbs, Bulgaria for the Bulgarians, Greece for the Greeks,” went a popular slogan
of the early nineteenth century, along with a crucial caveat: “Turks and Jews out!”82

The fate of Turks and Jews converged—as the latter, who had no territorial claims, remained loyal to the
empire until its end. As late as the Balkan Wars of 1912-13, the Turco-Jewish axis was operative. “In Fear of
Greeks, Jews Plead for Aid,” read a 1913 New York Times headline. The Greek nationalists, the story
reported, were “punishing [the Jews] for being friendly with the Turks.”83

During such nationalist campaigns against the empire, both the Ottoman Jews and the much more
numerous Turks—a term that then referred to almost all Ottoman Muslims—faced several tides of ethnic
cleansing in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Crimea. According to some estimates, more than five million
Ottoman Muslims perished in these regions between 1821 and 1922.8¢ Some of them were killed in battle,
others died from starvation and disease. Those who could make it to Turkey itself (including my own great-
grandfather from the northern Caucasus) brought with them many stories about the cruelty of the Russians
and their allies.

Nationalism slowly crept into the minds of the Muslim peoples of the empire as well. In fact, Ottoman
administration was not considered alien rule in any Muslim province of the empire until the beginning of the
twentieth century. But in less than two decades, the desire for independence affected first the Albanians and
then some (not many) Arabs. Hence, on the eve of World War I, Ottoman armies found themselves engaged in
hopeless wars throughout a vast territory stretching from Macedonia to Yemen.

The century-long shrinking of the empire, and the enormous suffering it caused Turks, created a deep fear
among the Ottoman elite and propelled them to develop their own nationalism. That’s why the Young Turk
party that encapsulated this trend, the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which took over the Ottoman
state with a military coup in 1913, was ready to save the remaining part of the country—Asia Minor—by any
means possible. When they entered the Great War in October 1914, the Turks, once again, faced the Russian
onslaught from the east, and they found that Armenian nationalists had established paramilitary units to
support the enemy. This discovery formed the basis for the catastrophic decision made by the CUP
government in April 1915, when it chose to expel all Armenians in Eastern Turkey to Syria. Hundreds of
thousands perished en route, due to massacres, other atrocities, famine, and disease. This awful ethnic
cleansing is certainly the biggest stain on Ottoman history, and is inexcusable, but it did not happen because
of the Ottoman system. Rather, it occurred because of the fall of the Ottoman system.

The collapse of the empire would have other tragic consequences that only time would reveal. Yet Archibald
Wavell, a British officer, had the foresight to see them as early as 1918. Watching the victorious European
powers happily carving up the Ottoman Empire in Paris after “the war to end war,” he dismissed the
optimism. What the Europeans achieved instead, he said, was “a peace to end peace.”83

BeyonD THE OTTOMANS

Ottoman modernization was the most important Muslim step forward in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, but it was not the only one. “Within all the Ottoman-related areas there was a general pattern that
was repeated with local variations,” which was essentially “an attempt to integrate Islamic ideas and Western
techniques.”8 Egypt, officially an Ottoman territory but a self-governing state since the beginning of the
nineteenth century, had in place an extensive modernization program under Muhammad Ali Pas, a (1805-49).
Prominent Egyptian religious scholars such as al-Attar and al-Tahtawi championed the revival of Islam’s early
rationalism and liberation from the constraints of outdated traditions.

In Tunis, which was part of the Ottoman Empire but very much a self-governing entity, a reform program
modeled on the Tanzimat was put in practice, accompanied by important reforms such as the abolition of
slavery in 1846. Soon Tunisians felt themselves so advanced that on October 31, 1863, Husayn Pas a, the
mayor of Tunis, wrote a letter to Amos Perry, the American consul general, urging the Americans to
reconsider their attitude toward slavery in the name of “human mercy and compassion.”Z This was fifteen
months before the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery, was passed by the U.S. Congress.

A decade later, another Tunisian statesman named Hayreddin Pas_ a published a book titled The Surest Path
to Knowledge Concerning the Condition of Countries. “With God’s help, I have collected all possible



information about European inventions related to economic and administrative policies,” he wrote.88 Then,
with quotations from the Qur’an, the Hadiths, and classical Muslim thinkers, as well as from Montesquieu and
John Stuart Mill, he argued for the acquisition of “political institutions based on justice and liberty.” He
concluded:

Freedom of person, of the press, of participation in government; without this, material prosperity is not
possible. Freedom inspires men to work by giving them the assurance that they will receive the reward of
their work; economic prosperity is not possible without the free movement of goods and people, and also
that free economic association to which modern Europe owes its material achievements. . . . Without
freedom too there can be no diffusion of knowledge.82

In the foreword, Hayreddin Pas.,a also warned “those who are heedless among the generality of Muslims
against their persistence in closing their eyes to what is praiseworthy . . . simply because they have the idea
engraved on their minds that all the acts and institutions of those who are not Muslims should be avoided.”2°
(This criticism is still quite relevant today.) According to Hayreddin Pas,a, the modern West’s principles of
freedom already existed during the golden age of Islam, but that era was followed by a decline, and now it
was time for a revival.

In 1873, Hayreddin became the prime minister of Tunis. Four years later, Sultan Abdiillhamid II, who had
read and apparently admired his book, invited him to Istanbul and appointed him the grand vizier.
Unfortunately, the Tunisian bureaucrat did not assimilate well into Istanbul’s complicated politics, so his
career there was short lived, but his ideas survived, especially in his homeland, where books such as The
Liberal Spirit of the Qur’an were published in the early twentieth century.21

In the same era, Jamal al-Din Afghani (1838-97), a scholar and activist from Iran, embarked on an ambitious
mission to “awake” Muslims from obscurantism and encourage them to embrace Western science and
rationalism, which he considered already inherent in the Qur’an. Egyptian scholar Muhammed Abduh, a
professor at the prestigious Al-Azhar University in Cairo, embraced al-Afghani’s views and developed a
reformist Islamic view that clearly was inspired by the Mutazilites of the earliest centuries of Islam. Abduh
criticized some of the established Hadiths, including the ones that promote misogyny, and argued for the
emancipation of Muslim women.22

The neo-Mutazilite trend grew among Arab intellectuals in the early twentieth century, leading the
important Egyptian writer and intellectual Ahmad Amin to remark in 1936 that “the demise of Mu'tazilism
was the greatest misfortune to have afflicted Muslims; they have committed a crime against themselves.”23

These reformist Muslims were opposed to Europe’s colonialist ambitions for Islamdom, but they were far
from anti-Western. Abduh, who traveled in Europe, famously said that in Paris he saw “Islam without
Muslims,” and on his return to Egypt he saw “Muslims without Islam.” He felt that all the good things Muslim
societies should have were in the West but not in Islamdom. He and his followers were only proud that Islam
did not share Europe’s virulent anti-Semitism. During the infamous Dreyfus affair in France, some of the
Muslim press, both in Turkish and in Arabic, sympathized with the falsely blamed Jewish captain, and one of
Abduh’s followers, Rashid Rida, criticized the persecution of Jews in France.24

Albert Hourani, probably the most prominent scholar of Arab history, defines this reformist trend as “the
liberal age” in Arabic thought, which dominated the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.22 And not just
in the Arab world. The interaction with modernity also led Muslim intellectuals from non-Arab lands to
conclude that there was a problem in the tradition and that reform was necessary. Not too surprisingly, these
intellectuals looked back to the earliest centuries of Islam and noticed that the Mutazilite Rationalists had
been overshadowed by the Traditionists. So, criticism of the Traditionist school and the Hadith literature (and
occasionally Sufism for its “laziness”) became a hallmark of the reformers.

In India, Syed Ahmed Khan—whose overly pro-British stance cost him some legitimacy—argued that most
Hadith sources comprised “the garbled words of previous centuries.” Hoping to have a “Muslim Cambridge”
in India, he opened a modern university and launched publications that inspired millions. The modernist
tradition in the subcontinent would later be continued, and much refined, by Muhammad Igbal, the wise
philosopher-poet of the early twentieth century who articulated an Islamic form of individualism and
empiricism.

Among the Turkic Muslims of the Russian Empire, too, an intellectual movement called Jadidism grew in the
late nineteenth century. The term came from the Arabic word jadid, meaning “new.” A prominent scholar
among the Jadidists, Musa Jarullah Bigiev, a Kazan Turk who translated the Qur’an into the Tatar language,
promoted gender equality and argued that God’s compassion in the afterlife would extend beyond Muslims to
encompass all people from all faiths—an idea that the more exclusivist Traditionists found scandalous.26

All these reformist Muslim thinkers are commonly referred to as “Islamic modernists.” They had their
differences, but their common idea was that the values of Western liberalism were compatible with, and even
inherent in, the original message of Islam. Muslim societies, they believed, needed to reopen the gates of
ijtihad (independent reasoning) and reform their Traditionist ways, in order to achieve freedom, justice, and
prosperity.

Quite notably, this was the dominant intellectual trend in the Muslim world in the early twentieth century.



“Nearly every leading intellectual in the Islamic world,” notes historian Karen Armstrong, “was a liberal.”2Z

And there were few notable Islamic fundamentalists.

What happened, then, to that liberal trend? And what gave us all the militancy and authoritarianism that
exists right now in many corners of the Muslim world?

One answer to this important question is that Islamic modernism was an idea whose time had not yet come.
Its proponents were a small cadre of elites, and most of the societies to which they appealed were still
premodern. The middle class, among whom liberal ideas tend to flourish, was still quite weak—and in some
places even nonexistent.

But this is not a full explanation. The modernist elite could have continued to push for reform, and Muslim
societies could have shifted gradually toward liberalization. What happened instead was that the modernist
elite slowly disappeared—replaced by a more reactionary, anti-Western, and illiberal one. Even a few
modernists, such as the pro-Dreyfus Rashid Rida, slowly shifted to the more strident camp.

Frowm IyTiHAD TO JTHAD

The reason for this marked change of spirit becomes quite clear when we look at the history of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In just a few decades, nearly the whole Muslim world was attacked,
invaded, and occupied by non-Muslim nations. The Ottoman Empire, the last big Muslim power, was
destroyed in World War I, and almost all the Muslim states that arose from its ashes were colonized by
Britain, France, or Italy. These European countries, whose liberal values had impressed and inspired Islamic
modernists, were now seen as trampling on the honor of Muslim nations, whose very borders were created
arbitrarily by the new masters.

Russia and the subsequent Soviet Union also played a role by crushing the whole Islamic presence,
including the Jadidist movement, in Central Asia, after brutally suppressing the Basmachi Revolt (1916-23), a
Turco-Islamic uprising against Russian and then Communist rule.

The foreign invasions changed the entire intellectual landscape of Islamdom. The West was no longer a
model to emulate but rather an intruder to eradicate. The question, “How can we be like the West?” would
soon be replaced by “How can we resist the West?” And the push for ijtihad would be overshadowed by the
drive for jihad.

In her comprehensive article on “The Revolt of Islam,” Nikki R. Keddie, an American professor of Middle
Eastern history, clearly sketches out the causes of the rise of this militancy. She notes that, with the curious
exception of Wahhabism, militant jihad movements in the modern era began and grew mostly as a response to
Western colonialism. The earliest ones, in the eighteenth century in Sumatra and West Africa, emerged in the
face of “disruptive economic change influenced by the West.” In the nineteenth century, a broader wave of
jihad movements cropped up in Algeria, Sudan, the Caucasus, and Libya as “a direct response to French,
British, Russian and Italian colonial conquest.” 28

Even the very centers of Islamic modernism were negatively influenced by Western threats. “Periodic
backlashes against westernized modernism tended to come in response to Western aggressiveness, as in the
dismemberment . . . of the Ottoman Empire and the occupation of Egypt and Tunisia by Britain and
France.”22

In The New World of Islam, written in 1922, American political scientist Lothrop Stoddard was feeling the
whirlwind. “The entire world of Islam is today in profound ferment,” he wrote, with “discontent at Western
rule and desire for independence.” “What the precise outcome of all this will be,” he added, “no one can
confidently predict.”120

The outcome, as we can observe today, was deep-seated distrust and even enmity against the West, and
against Western ideas such as liberalism. The latter was further eclipsed by the rise of the communitarian
spirit instead of the individualistic one, as Pakistani scholar Nasim A. Jawed explains:

After a brief period of popularity of liberal democratic values among the modern educated Muslim
intelligentsia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, liberalism began to wane everywhere in
the Muslim world as the focus shifted from the freedom of the individual to the freedom of the community,

the achievement of which required solidarity. 101

This would push nearly the entire Arab world into a synthesis of nationalism and socialism—which were,
interestingly, also Western ideas, yet ones perceived as providing ways to resist the West. After World War 11,
the anti-Western tendency would be further strengthened by the Arab reaction to the establishment of the
state of Israel and, more important, to its subsequent expansion and occupation of Arab territory. This
reaction would also foster a fierce wave of anti-Semitism, “with an import of anti-Semitic ideas from Europe,
but not with Islam as a religion.”1%2 The ideology that appeared last in the Middle East, Islamism, would be
based on the cumulative legacies of all these missteps.193

Notably, only three former Ottoman states escaped colonialism in the post-Ottoman era. The first was the
poor and politically irrelevant North Yemen, which no one bothered to colonize. The second was Saudi Arabia,
homeland of Wahhabism, the most rigid interpretation of Islam.

The third was Turkey, the very heart of the former Ottoman Empire. Yet it would soon turn out to be a very
different Turkey from what it used to be.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Romans, Herodians, and Zealots

Fundamentalism is religion under siege.
1

—Benjamin R. Barber, American political theorist=
ON DECEMBER 7, 1925, a cold winter day, a group of policemen knocked on the door of a modest house in Fatih,
one of Istanbul’s oldest districts. An old woman opened the door, surprised to see men in uniform. “We are
looking for Atif Hodja,” one of them said. “He just needs to come with us to headquarters.”

Atif Hodja, a fifty-year-old Islamic scholar with a white beard and white turban, led a very pious life. He was
originally from I'skilip, a small town in central Anatolia. His sermons and books had made him a leader
among the pious, and he was a teacher of Islamic sciences at the madrasa (classical Islamic school) in Fatih.

Atif Hodja and his family thought that the police must have come for a simple matter. They were wrong. The
teacher would be kept in police custody for weeks, banned from seeing his family. His wife and daughter were
traumatized, unsure of what would happen or what to do. Then Atif Hodja was taken to court, where he and
his family discovered that his “crime” was publishing a booklet two years earlier—a booklet with the peculiar
title The Brimmed Hat and the Imitation of Francs.

“Francs” was the name Muslims had commonly used to refer to Europeans since the time of the Crusades;
to Atif Hodja, the brimmed hat was a symbol of the Frankish—thus non-Islamic—way of life. Conservative
Muslims like him were not happy to see some of their countrymen embrace that lifestyle and wear alien
headgear instead of the traditional fez or turban. Moreover, the brim kept a man from putting his forehead on
the floor, as the Muslims do in prayer, so it seemed to give the message: “I don’t bow down to God.” In his
booklet, Atif Hodja expressed all such criticisms and called on fellow Muslims to stop “imitating” the
Europeans. Muslims had to acquire Western science and technology, he argued, but also to preserve their
identity.

Yet, what Atif Hodja opposed in his booklet suddenly became part of the compulsory dress code in
November 1925, when Mustafa Kemal, Turkey’s new ruler, introduced the brimmed hat as the new national
headgear and banned all traditional Islamic ones. Atif Hodja’s booklet was clearly at odds with this cultural
revolution. His “crime,” in other words, was an ideological one.

However, there’s a crucial detail: Atif Hodja had written the booklet a year and a half before the Hat
Reform. Its first edition had already sold out and there was no plan for a reprint. So, while trying him for his
views was unfair, trying him for views he expressed before the revolution was absurd. That’s why the first
court found him innocent and granted his release.

But the new regime, eager to crush all opponents of the brimmed hat, needed a scapegoat for teaching a
lesson to all dissidents. So an order came from Ankara, the new capital, for Atif Hodja’s rearrest and retrial in
the Independence Tribunal—an arbitrary court that the new regime, following the example of the French
Revolution’s Tribunal Révolutionnaire, had established for eliminating political opponents. After a brief trial,
the Independence Tribunal announced its verdict, which came as a shock to almost everyone. Both Atif Hodja
and a cleric named Ali Riza, his “collaborator,” were sentenced to death; both were hung on the gallows on
February 4, 1926. Other so-called collaborators were sentenced to prison terms.

Nor were these men the only victims of the Hat Reform. Right after Mustafa Kemal’s August 1925
declaration that all Turks must wear brimmed hats, dissatisfaction grew in many parts of Anatolia. Protests in
late 1925 and early 1926 were brutally suppressed. In Maras,, people marched in the streets, shouting, “We
don’t want hats,” and twenty “reactionaries” were executed while others were sentenced to prison terms of
three to ten years.2

In the city of Erzurum, a local sheikh and his supporters petitioned the governor for permission to continue
to wear traditional headgear—which was not only culturally preferred but also better suited to the cold
winters of Eastern Anatolia. After the governor’s dismissal of the request and his order that the spokesmen be
arrested, protests grew and gendarmes opened fire on the crowd, killing as many as twenty-three people.2

In Rize, a town on the Black Sea coast, a similar protest erupted, soon becoming a full-blown uprising. In
response, the government sent a warship to bombard the rebellious villages. A British consular document
reports that government troops suffered a hundred or so casualties while suppressing the insurgency.2 The
number of civilian casualties, which probably was much higher, is unknown.

A TALE oF Two MODERNIZATIONS

The Hat Reform was only one of the many components of the Kemalist Revolution, which is named after
Mustafa Kemal, the war hero who saved Turkey from foreign invasion after the fall of the Ottoman Empire in
World War I. When he announced the Republic of Turkey in 1923, Kemal’s goal was to completely rid it of its
Ottoman past and form a whole new nation that would replicate the “advanced” nations in Europe. He took
the first bold step by abolishing the caliphate, which symbolized the unity of all Ottoman Muslims, if not
others, in March 1924. In the next few years, he outlawed all Islamic schools, banned all Sufi orders, and
closed down any society that had any Islamic identity. To mark the cultural shift, he replaced the Islamic
calendar with the Gregorian one and the Arabic alphabet with the Latin one. The teaching of Arabic was
banned, as was, for a while in the 1930s, the performance of Turkish music. The goal was to make everyone



enjoy “modern” (i.e., Western) tunes. According to a Turkish historian at Harvard University, this was a
cultural revolution whose extent and zeal paralleled that of Mao Zedong in Communist China.2

Alas, this is not the kind of modernization that we saw in the Ottoman Empire. How did things change so
dramatically?

The story goes back to the nineteenth century. At the time, political ideas in Europe were quite diverse, and
a strong illiberal trend existed alongside the liberal one, and both influenced those Muslims who looked to the
West for new ideas. In the words of historian Bernard Lewis:

In the reform movements and activities of the nineteenth century [in the Muslim world], two distinct
trends can be discerned, between which there was continuous struggle. One derived from the Central
European enlightenment, and brought ideas which were welcome and familiar to authoritarian reformers.
They too, like their Central European models, knew what was best for the people and did not wish to be
distracted by so-called popular government from the business of applying it. . . .

The other view drew its inspiration from Western rather than Central Europe, and was inspired by
doctrines of political and, to a lesser extent, economic liberalism. For the disciples of this trend, first in
Turkey and then in other countries, the people had rights which were to be secured, along with the
general advancement of the country, by means of representative and constitutional government. Freedom

was seen as the true basis of Western power, wealth and greatness.8

In the Ottoman Empire, the Young Ottomans were the best example of the liberal tradition. They devised, as
we saw in the previous chapter, an ideology that was both liberal and Islamic. But among the Young Turks,
who emerged some three decades after the Young Ottomans, the other tendency to which Lewis refers started
to emerge. It was both illiberal and anti-Islamic.

This was particularly evident in one strain of the Young Turk movement called Garpgilar (i.e., Westernists).
Almost all late-Ottoman intellectuals were influenced by the West in one way or another, but the Garpcgilar
were distinct in that their sources of inspiration were the materialist and antireligious thinkers of France and
Germany—such as Baron d’Holbach, the passionate eighteenth-century proponent of atheism, and Ludwig
Bichner, the exponent of “scientific materialism.” These European secularists attacked Christianity, while
their Young Turk admirers would argue that both Christianity and Islam were “the same nonsense.”Z Abdullah
Cevdet, the leading figure of the Garpgcilar, was convinced that religion was one of the greatest obstacles to
human progress, and that it had to be replaced by science.

While the Garpgilar proved to be a marginal movement during the Ottoman Empire, its members had a
golden opportunity to advance their philosophy with the establishment of the Turkish Republic. Mustafa
Kemal, one of their disciples, was determined to shape the new regime based on their agenda. “Doctor, until
now you have written about many things,” he said to Abdullah Cevdet in 1925, as the latter wrote in his
memoirs. “Now we may bring them to realization.”8

THE DICTATORSHIP OF THE SECULATARIAT

Although Mustafa Kemal was determined to achieve his secularist goals, his vision was not the only
alternative for the Turkish Republic during its genesis. The preceding War of Liberation (1919-22) was led by
a democratic parliament, convened in Ankara, which included deputies with diverse views and backgrounds.
Right after the war, the deputies who supported the views and the persona of Mustafa Kemal—the Kemalists
—founded the Republican People’s Party (RPP). Other prominent names, including war heroes Kazim
Karabekir and Ali Fuat Cebesoy and feminist writer Halide Edip, founded a competing party, the Progressive
Republican Party (PRP).

The difference between the two parties was exactly what Bernard Lewis pointed to in the reform
movements of the nineteenth century: One was liberal, the other was illiberal. The Kemalists believed in an
all-encompassing and all-powerful state that knows what is best for society thanks to “science.” The PRP, in
contrast, believed that government should be limited and society should be free to accommodate diverse
views. Erik Jan Zircher, the Dutch historian who wrote a book about the PRP, notes that “it was a party in the
Western European liberal mould” that opposed the Kemalists’ “centralist and authoritarian tendencies.” Its
program instead advocated “decentralization, separation of powers and evolutionary rather than
revolutionary change . . . [and] a more liberal economic policy.”2

Since the PRP was liberal, it did not share the excessive secularism of the Kemalists. Hence, one of the
articles in the party’s charter expressed “respect for religious beliefs and ideas.” Most members were also in
favor of preserving the caliphate—not as a theocratic authority but as a symbol of unity—and they were
hoping to achieve a liberal democracy similar to that of Great Britain.1? Had the party survived, it would have
represented a modernization vision similar to that of the Ottomans.

But, alas, it lasted only six months. In June 1925, using a Kurdish rebellion in the East as a pretext, the
Kemalist government closed down its liberal rival indefinitely. Its leaders were tried in the Independence
Tribunal, the same arbitrary court that executed Atif Hodja. The stated reason for closure was the PRP’s
“respect for religious beliefs and ideas” clause in its charter. This statement could, the Kemalists argued,
“encourage religious reactionaries.”

The leading figures of the PRP remained under police surveillance until the death of Mustafa Kemal in



1938. And no other party would be allowed to compete for power in Turkey until the aftermath of World War
II. In official Turkish history, this era, 1925-46, is euphemistically called “the single-party period.” A witty
motto used by the Kemalists of the time put their philosophy in a nutshell: “A government for the people, in
spite of the people.”

The idea here was a bit reminiscent of Lenin’s famous “dictatorship of the proletariat.” The Bolshevik
leader had promised both freedom and democracy as the ultimate goal of Communism, but he argued that
first people had to be saved from the “false consciousness” into which they were driven by religion, tradition,
and capitalism. So, to guide and educate the people until they attained the “true revolutionary class
consciousness,” the proletariat, embodied in the Communist Party, had to rule.

Kemalism, too, had to guide and educate the nation until it attained a true revolutionary secular
consciousness. This ideal was exposed in La Turquie Kemaliste (Kemalist Turkey), a monthly journal
published in Ankara in French for a foreign audience. Its eye-catching covers often presented drawings of
muscular Turkish workers managing huge industrial complexes, closely resembling the Socialist realism of
the Soviet Union. Other scenes, which showed empty squares with huge monuments dedicated to Mustafa
Kemal, were reminiscent of Italy’s Fascist art. Human photos in the journal, featuring scenes such as peasants
happily looking at the sky, were all staged and posed. There was not a single spontaneous scene showing the
real life of Turkish society and its traditional icons, such as mosques. Indeed, any reference to religion in La
Turquie Kemaliste “was conspicuously absent.”11

In the decades to come, Kemalism would vary according to political circumstances, but its attitude toward
religion would remain, as “distrust added to disgust, in a way similar to Voltaire’s hatred of the Church.”12
That’s why the unique form of secularism that Turkey established—Iaiklik, adopted from the French laicitée—
was, and still is, quite different from the separation of church and state in the United States. Whereas
freedom of religion has been a cornerstone of the American model, the Turkish one would focus on freedom
from religion by the state’s authoritarian measures—such as closing religious institutions, banning religious
symbols, and suppressing religious leaders. The official zeal against religion would soften, and would turn
more manipulative than repressive, only at times when it was seen as a useful tool against other enemies of
the state, such as the Marxist Left and Kurdish separatism.

A DIiSILLUSION WITH A VENGEANCE

To be sure, the Kemalist Revolution also brought positive reform to Turkey. Turkish women gained full
equality before the law and were granted suffrage in 1935, well before many European nations had it.
Education was further modernized and new schools were opened throughout the country. The arts and
sciences were promoted, and Turkey welcomed (and employed) two hundred German professors, mostly
Jewish, who were deemed “unfit to teach” by the Nazis in 1933. Mustafa Kemal, to his credit, also followed a
wise foreign policy that secured peace and stability for Turkey in a dangerous world.

The main trouble with the Kemalist Revolution was its excessive secularism, which alienated conservative
Muslims and cut short the Ottoman modernization program. Moreover, while trying to sweep away the
influence of traditional religion in society, to replace it with “science and reason,” the Kemalists in fact filled
the void with a newly created ersatz religion: the cult of Turkishness.

The Turkish identity was at most a first-among-equals status in the multiethnic Ottoman Empire. But it
became the only acceptable identity in Republican Turkey. “The Turk fills every space,” Mustafa Kemal said in
1932, “his face enlightens everywhere.”13 He also promoted extravagant theories about “the origins of the
Turkish race” rooted in a supposed “superior Turkish civilization” in prehistoric Central Asia.14 Meanwhile, a
policy of Turkification was imposed on the non-Turkish groups, most notably the Kurds. Villagers, for
example, were forced to pay a fine for each Kurdish word that they uttered.”12 Some Kurds reacted violently
to these bans, and began to form a counter-nationalist movement, creating Turkey’s never-ending “Kurdish
problem.”

The cult of Turkishness was accompanied by the cult of “the Father of the Turks,” or Atatlrk, the venerable
surname Mustafa Kemal was given by law in 1934.16 A prominent poet described him as “the god who landed
on Samsun,” referring to the city where he started the War of Liberation.lZ Another poet defined Atatiirk’s
residence (named Cankaya) as the nation’s new Ka’ba (Islam’s “House of God”)18 This image of Atatirk as an
omniscient demigod would continue to be kept alive through official propaganda and national education. Even
today, every Turkish primary-school student starts each morning by publicly declaring loyalty to the persona
of “Supreme Leader Atatiirk, who has given us this day,” and then takes an oath to “sacrifice my existence to
the Turkish existence.” (I, too, took those oaths, but quite halfheartedly, especially after seeing my father in a
military prison filled with Atatiirk portraits and sayings.)

But these are Turkey’s own problems. What was more important for the rest of the Muslim world was the
implicit message delivered by the Kemalist Revolution: Islam and modernity were incompatible, and Muslims
had to choose between them. The Ottoman style of modernization—which was not only respectful to but even
justified by Islam—was swept aside. “We don’t take our inspirations from the heavens and the unknown,”
Ataturk declared publicly. For those who still believed in “the heavens and the unknown,” this was blasphemy.

Hence, Kemalism came as a great shock to pious Muslims all around the world. At first, in fact, there was
great admiration for Mustafa Kemal, a brave general who had defeated colonial powers and led the Turks to
independence. This was true especially among the Muslims of India, who formed the Khilafat movement,



which preached peaceful resistance to British rule and had supported the Ottoman caliphate since World War
I. The leaders of the movement were close friends of Mahatma Gandhi, who joined some of their meetings
during which the Qur’an was recited and solidarity with Turkish Muslims was proclaimed.l2 The Khilafat
supporters hoped that the Ottoman caliphate would survive the occupation of Turkey by the allied powers and
would continue to defend the rights, and guide the agenda, of Muslims worldwide.

The caliphate indeed survived the occupation of Turkey, which ended in 1922, only to be abolished suddenly
by Mustafa Kemal two years later. The disillusioned Khilafat movement soon dissolved, giving way to more
radical voices among Indian Muslims. Sayyid Abu al-A‘la al-Mawdudi, one of the two main founding fathers of
radical Islamism, emerged in the 1930s with a more strident tone. “The demise of the Khilafat movement,”
notes historian Eran Lerman, “seems to have set Mawdudi apart from the romantic and vague Islamism held
by many of its leaders.”20 Denouncing “this Turkish revolt from Islam,” Mawdudi proclaimed a totally
opposite agenda: “The only state for Muslims . . . is the ‘Islamic theocracy.’” "2l Islamic liberalism, the path
between these two extremes, was blurred.

THE Not-So-TerriBLY-HELPFUL “TURKISH MODEL”

Another impact of Kemalism on the Muslim world was to inspire other authoritarian secularists. Admiration
for Mustafa Kemal among the emergent modern Arab elites contributed to the rise of an illiberal notion of
modernization in which the society is controlled by the state, which itself is dominated by the military.

This influence was clear in the 1933 founding declaration of the National Action League, one of the most
important forerunners of the ideological Arab nationalist organizations. Strongly impacting the development
of the Arab nationalist discourse in greater Syria and Iraq, the league emphasized the role of “the state as the
righteous embodiment of the national will and the military as the savior of the nation.”22 The age of
uniformed dictators had begun.

One of the bold proclamations of the new Zeitgeist was an article published in the official magazine of the
Syrian military, Army of the People. It described Islam as “a mummy in the museum of history” and called for
the advent of the “new socialist Arab man.”22

The most enthusiastic admirer of Atatiirk was probably Reza Shah of Iran. He came to power in 1925 via a
British-supported coup against the Qajar dynasty, which had been ruling Persia for the previous 130 years.
Encouraged by the Kemalist Revolution, the shah launched a modernization program like that of Atatiirk, but
he was even more radical in its implementation, ordering the forceful unveiling of all women. As a result,
Tehran police started to assault veiled women, tearing off their clothes. Local authorities around the country
were instructed to prevent veiled women from entering shops, cinemas, and public bathhouses; Iranian writer
Reza Baraheni recalls how his father used to carry his mother and his wife to the public bathhouse secretly in
a sack, until the day when they were caught by a policeman.24 Veiled women were also barred from receiving
diplomas, accepting government salaries, riding in horse-drawn carriages and cars, and receiving treatment
in public clinics. Government employees were fired if they did not bring their unveiled wives to official
ceremonies. Ironically, the ban even resulted in creating diplomatic tensions with Great Britain, which
defended the right of Indian Muslim women to visit Iran in their traditional garb.22

What Reza Shah hoped to achieve with this ban on the veil was to Westernize the society and demolish
gender barriers. But his tyrannical methods proved counterproductive. Rather than mix with men, “many
observant women remained at home,” further isolating themselves from society.26 The most desperate even
committed suicide.2?

As would be expected, Iran’s powerful clerics, the Shiite ulema, were horrified by such a frontal attack on
their traditions. This sparked their protests, which led to further persecution. Public religious festivals and
celebrations were banned, and the ulema were forbidden to preach in public. In one instance, in March 1928,
Reza Shah personally drove from Tehran to Qum, the city of the ayatollahs. He entered the city’s Holy Shrine
wearing his boots—an insult to any Muslim sanctuary—and manhandled a number of seminarians before
ordering a whipping for the cleric who had criticized him.28 In Mashad, in July 1935, a group of angry but
peaceful protesters was encircled by the military at the Gowharshad Mosque, shot and killed indiscriminately,
and then buried in mass graves.22
Gop’s PEorLE UNDER SIEGE—THEN AND Now

For a conservative Muslim living in the late 1920s, the world must have looked grim. The Ottoman caliphate
was destroyed and most Muslim peoples had become slaves to European or, worse, Communist rulers. The
few independent nations, such as Turkey and Iran, were overtaken by authoritarian regimes that suppressed
the faith of their own people. Moreover, the “infidel” culture was penetrating Muslim societies via imposition
by the secularists and the seduction of materialistic Western mores.

This was probably the biggest crisis the umma had ever faced. Now, some Muslims thought, was the time to
resist, and even fight back. Here lay the origins of twentieth-century Islamism, the reactionary ideology
created in the name of Islam, and jihadism, its terrorist offshoot.

The late Turkish social psychologist Erol Gungor offered one of the best interpretations of this trauma.
Inspired by British historian Arnold Toynbee, Giingor likened the crisis of Islam in the twentieth century to
one that had occurred two millennia earlier: the plight of the Jews during the time of Christ.39

The Jews, like Muslims, believed that they were God’s chosen people, and they had an inherent sense of



superiority over the Gentiles. But this belief in what ought to be conflicted strongly with what is, as the Jews
gradually lost their power in the Holy Land and became totally subjugated by the infidels. The Roman Empire,
the superpower of the time, occupied the land of Israel in the first century BC, defiling not just the Holy of
Holies in Jerusalem but also the dignity of its people. Consequently, Israel was turned into a Roman province
ruled by the client kingdom of the Herodian dynasty—a secular collaborator of pagan Rome that persecuted
its own people.

Every revolt the Jews launched to get rid of foreign rule was brutally crushed. Even worse, the political and
military superiority of the invading infidels was accompanied by their cultural seduction. Those who were
attracted to the Roman ways, known as Hellenized Jews, adopted Greco-Roman speech, manners, and habits,
including “debauchery and riotous living.”31 In the eyes of the more conservative Jews, Hellenized Jews were
traitors who had become “sinners,” “scoffers,” and “wicked and ungodly men.”32 God’s people were besieged
from without and within.

According to Erol Gungor, this two-millennia-old Jewish crisis is very similar to the one Muslims faced in the
twentieth century. In the latter case, the new version of pagan Rome was the secular West; the new Hellenism
was Westernization; and the new Herodians were the secularist dictators in Muslim countries.

The ways Muslims reacted to this crisis also mirror those of the Jews. Among the latter, four distinct camps
emerged in the face of Roman power. The Sadducees decided to cooperate with Rome and adopt some of the
Hellenistic attitudes—just as some Muslims today have done vis-a-vis the secular West. The Essenes preferred
to renounce the world and devote themselves to a mystical life in isolation—like today’s Sufi-minded Muslims.
The third Jewish party, the Pharisees, refused to cooperate with Rome and engaged in passive rejectionism,
which led them to a very strict observance of Jewish law. This, too, is very similar to what the more
conservative Muslims decided to do in the twentieth century: cling strictly to the Shariah and reject anything
new and foreign.

The fourth element among the Jews of the time of Christ was also interesting—and quite relevant. These
were the Zealots, a more radical offshoot of the Pharisees, who decided to wage an armed struggle against
not just the Romans but also their Jewish collaborators. According to Josephus, a Jewish historian of the time,
these men were passionately insistent that “God is to be their only Ruler and Lord.”32 They, in other words,
wanted to push out the infidels and their allies and establish a theocracy—just as the militant Islamists of
today wish to do.

Certain members of the Zealots were called Sicarii (daggermen), because they hid small daggers under
their cloaks. They would stab their victims in popular assemblies and then vanish into the crowd. Their
targets were not just Roman soldiers and officials but “any person who appeared too friendly towards the
Roman oppressor.”34 They even killed the Jewish high priest Jonathan, “a man whose moderate views they
refused to tolerate.”32 They were, in our contemporary language, “religious extremists” and “terrorists” who
“hijacked” the peaceful faith of those like Jonathan.

After the destruction of Jerusalem and the Second Temple by the Romans in 70 AD, the Zealots took refuge
by capturing the Roman fortress of Masada. After three years of repeated sieges, the Roman military finally
gave up trying to seize the fortress intact and burned down the walls. When the Romans stormed in, the
Zealots and their families had all committed suicide, rather than surrender. If there had been bombs in that
era, the Zealots probably would have used them—to kill not just themselves but also their enemies. And the
Romans probably would have labeled them “suicide bombers.”

Wy Do Tuey Hate You?

The aim of the preceding tale is certainly not to justify terrorism in the name of Islam. There can never be
any valid excuse for terrorism—i.e., violent attacks on civilians. Rather, I want to demonstrate that the
Muslim extremists who resort to, or sympathize with, such deplorable violence did not come out of the blue.
The political history of the past two centuries of Islamdom holds the key to their emergence. The question of
why Islamic liberalism—which shared such promise in the late nineteenth century—succumbed to a radical
wave of Islamism cannot be answered by examining the internal dynamics of Islam alone. The intrusion of
Western powers, and the secular dictators they supported in the Muslim world, are also partly responsible.38
Both the Romans and the Herodians, one can say, had a share in the creation of the Zealots.

What this also means is that Islamism, and its violent offshoot, jihadism, is more of a political phenomenon
than a religious one. These movements certainly refer to the more violent and authoritarian strains and
themes in the Islamic tradition, but what makes them choose those elements, and not others, is the way they
experience and interpret the current state of affairs in the world. In her article, “The Revolt of Islam,” Nikki
R. Keddie is wise to suggest:

We must accept the probability that many young educated Muslims do not so much reject the West
because they are Muslims, but, rather, become Islamists largely because they are hostile to Western
dominance. . . . We can speak of radical anti-imperialism, including cultural anti-imperialism, leading to
Islamism as much as or more than the other way around.3Z

That dynamic probably explains why even religiously indifferent but politically irritated Muslims can
sometimes sympathize with the jihadists. “Even young Arab girls in tight jeans,” an American scholar



observes, “praise bin Laden as an anti-imperialist hero.”38

Such “anti-imperialist heroes” gather support with an alarming message: the umma, the global Muslim
community, is under attack. The evidence, within their selective and biased reading of recent and current
history, is abundant. Osama bin Laden, for example, routinely refers in his pronouncements to locales where
Muslims have been humiliated, oppressed, or killed by non-Muslims (led, supposedly, by the United States),
such as in Palestine, Chechnya, or Kashmir.22 Then he calls all Muslims to join the jihad, which he defines as
“an individual duty if the enemy destroys Muslim countries.”4? (In other words, although there is a concept of
offensive jihad in the tradition as well, what bin Laden and his ilk mainly refer to is defensive jihad.)

Therefore, an effective way for Westerners to render Islamism and jihadism ineffective would be to convince
the world’s Muslims that Islam as a religion is not under attack. An additional reassuring message would be
that Muslims are also not targets of enmity, insult, or discrimination in the West—and that their mosques,
minarets, and veils are not banned.

Most Westerners may think that they already are spreading this message of peace and respect—and some,
like President Obama in his helpful 2009 speeches in Ankara and Cairo, actually do. But the message does not
get across enough, for several reasons.

First, most Muslims believe that U.S. rhetoric does not correspond to actual policies, and they point to
certain aspects of American foreign policy that they perceive as harmful to Muslim nations. The four-decade-
long plight of the Palestinians, which has become an iconic Muslim tragedy, is often at the top of the list, as
the United States is perceived in the Muslim world as unilaterally, and unfairly, pro-Israel. Since 2000, the
situation has worsened, in large part because of the civilian cost of the “War on Terror.” Westerners
euphemistically refer to “collateral damage,” but most Muslims see this as the killing of innocents. “One
man’s collateral damage,” after all, as one critic put it well, “is another man’s son.”4l

On the other hand, in regions where U.S. foreign policy is seen as supportive of Muslims, such as in the
former Yugoslavia, America is cherished. Kosovo, which is more than 90 percent Muslim, is one of the most
pro-American countries in the world. In my country, Turkey, the United States was very popular in the late
1990s, when it was seen as a peacekeeper and a bulwark against Serbian aggression, but anti-Americanism
skyrocketed among Turks after 2003, when the Iraq War made the United States take on the image of an
aggressor. (In other words, while some fanatics in the Muslim world might be hating America for what it is,
most Muslims really look at what America does.)

Second, Muslims often hear from the West only its most hostile rhetoric. When Republican Congressman
Tom Tancredo suggested on Fox News in 2005 that America could “bomb Mecca” as an “ultimate response” to
Islamist terrorism, most Americans probably did not even notice. But the next day, I looked at Islamic
newspapers and websites in Turkey and read the headline: “America now dares to threaten Islam with the
destruction of the Ka’ba!” This tendency to perceive the most radical elements in the other civilization as its
mainstream, unfortunately, is widespread in both civilizations. The media, on both sides, focus on the lunatics.

Similarly, when Switzerland banned minarets in a nationwide vote in 2009, it created an iconic double
standard for many Muslims. “Look at the West that you keep praising,” a Turkish reader of mine wrote to me
angrily; “their freedom is only for atheists and gays, not Muslims.” I tried to explain that Switzerland’s vote
did not represent all of Europe, let alone America, but I am sure there were millions who thought as he did
whom I could not reach. On the other side, there are millions of Americans who learn that Saudi Arabia
allows not a single church on its territory and wrongly assume that this is what “Islam” commands. The fact
that churches exist in almost every other Muslim-majority country gets little notice.

The gap between the East and the West is even wide with regard to the way we perceive time. Americans
often think in terms of current events, which are constantly changing, whereas people in the Middle East
think in terms of history. When U.S. troops occupied Iraq in 2003, many Americans thought that this was an
unprecedented initiative, based on the vision of the neoconservatives and the military strategies of Donald
Rumsfeld. For most people in the region, though, it was yet another invasion—after those of the Crusaders,
the Mongols, Napoleon, and the European colonizers.

On the cultural level, there is also a huge gap between the materialistic and hedonistic pop culture of the
West and that of traditional Muslims. But the West has another face that looks approachable to those same
Muslims. I remember from my childhood that my pious grandparents and their like-minded neighbors loved
watching Little House on the Prairie, which was then aired on Turkish television, dubbed in Turkish. The
family values portrayed in that series, although Christian, looked admirable to the Islamic faithful. (Sex and
the City, of course, would be scandalous.) Unless expressed as hostility to Islam, what offends conservative
Muslims is really not the West’s Christianness. Rather, it is the lack of it.

The “Romans” of our era would be wise to consider these points if they want to help calming down the
“Zealots” on our side. But there are also things that we as the “Jews” (I mean of course, Muslims) also can do.
And one of them is exactly what a wise Nazarene did two thousand years ago: show the Zealots, and their
base, the Pharisees, that with their zeal for an earthly kingdom of God, they have lost the heavenly connection
with Him.

INCORPORATING MARXISM-LENINISM
To explain what I mean, let me go back to 1992, my second year in college. One day, I encountered a distant
friend I had known in high school. He had not been a particularly observant Muslim, and, like most



youngsters of our age and milieu in Istanbul, he used to be more interested in girls and cars than in mosques
and prayers. So I was somewhat surprised when I learned that he had recently started to pray five times a
day. “That’s really nice,” I said, over coffee in the school’s cafeteria. “But, if I may ask, how come?”

His answer was surprising. “On TV, I saw those American planes bombing Baghdad,” he said. “I was so
pissed that I wanted to do something to resist.”

The war to which my friend was referring was the First Gulf War. (God knows what he did after the Iraq
War, which turned out to be far more dreadful.) He also told me he had some Arab roots and a few distant
relatives in Baghdad. Watching that city bombarded live on CNN had apparently triggered feelings in him
that translated into a sudden burst of religiosity.

This political motive for prayer was new to me, though. Daily prayer, as I learned many summers ago from
my grandparents, was done for religious reasons—to worship God, gain His blessing, and purify the soul. Not
to protest events playing out on the evening news.

My friend’s story, I believe, sheds light on a larger phenomenon that emerged in the Muslim world in the
twentieth century. As Islamic liberalism waned, and resistance arose against the West and its influence, that
very resistance started to replace genuine religiosity as the basis of Islam. The creators and the followers of
this trend—Islamism—began to define Islam not as a path to God’s blessings and eternal salvation, as it is
defined in the Qur’an, but instead as a political ideology that will help Muslims fight the Western-dominated
world system. “Islam is a revolutionary doctrine and system that overturns governments,” wrote Mawdudi in
1941. “It seeks to overturn the whole universal social order . . . and establish its structure anew. . . . Islam
seeks the world.”42

This “Islam” sounded very much like Marxism-Leninism—no wonder, since Mawdudi was heavily influenced
by that ideology. Although he denounced both liberalism and Marxism as products of the secular West, he had
to fill his new “Islam” with some ideological content. Since liberal Europe was the real enemy, and he needed
something totalitarian, he borrowed freely from Marxist terminology and practice.£3 In the 1940s, some of his
admirers openly, and proudly, pictured him as the father of “a synthesis between socialism and Islam.”44 In
fact, Mawdudi himself openly acknowledged that the “Islamic state” he envisioned “bears a kind of
resemblance to the Fascist and Communist states,” in the way it dominates the whole society.42

The main mission of this totalitarian state would be to impose the Shariah on Muslim society—and, in the
Islamist utopia, on the whole world. But which Shariah? In the premodern period, this question was not
answered by the state. As we have seen, diverse schools of the Shariah were developed by various scholars,
and individuals and communities could choose among them. Non-Muslims in Islamdom, for that matter,
already had laws of their own. In that premodern age, after all, law was personal, not territorial. The
Ottomans changed this in the nineteenth century by adopting the modern principle that law is territorial and
equally binding on all citizens—and they standardized the Shariah by codifying it via the Mecelle. But they did
this by reforming the Shariah and conceding the need for further reform by accepting the legal maxim,
“Changing times legitimize the amendment of the law.”

The Islamist project, however, aimed at imposing “the original Shariah,” the one developed according to the
norms of a dozen centuries ago. Moreover, unlike the classical period, in which the Shariah was a check on
the powers of the executive, it now became an instrument of the executive. This combination of the powerful
tools of the modern state and premodern standards of law would create a quite brutal and repressive system.
The question of whether this tyranny would make people more devout—the Qur’an’s foremost concern—was
not even asked. That wasn’t the issue. Establishing a “perfect system” that supposedly would bring earthly
victory to Muslims was the issue.

THE IsLamisT RETREAT FROM GOD

Despite all its religious brouhaha, then, Islamism was in fact a “secular” political project—as is apparent in
its slogans. Egyptian activist Hasan al-Banna, who in 1928 founded the Muslim Brotherhood, which would
become one of the two pillars of Islamism (along with Mawdudi’s Jamaat-e-Islami), contrasted “Islam” to both
socialism and capitalism and, of course, argued that it was superior to both.26 The problem was not only the
shallowness of this rhetoric—Islam does not provide a blueprint for governance—but also its relegation of
Islam to a collectivist “system,” devoid of personal religiosity.

Wilfred Cantwell Smith, the late professor of religion, observed this strange trade-off between God and
politics in his study of the evolution of the Egyptian journal Majallat al-Azhar from 1930 to 1948. During that
time, the journal had two editors. The first, from 1930 to 1933, was al-Khidr Husain, a traditional Muslim. He
saw religion as “a transcendent idea rather than a political and historical entity,” and he was confident
enough to criticize Muslim behavior. The journal’s articles were full of either moral instructions or theological
contemplations. The sublime beauty of nature, for example, was interpreted as a sign of God’s majesty. God,
apart from everything else, was the object of veneration.2Z

In 1933, Farid Wajdi, an Islamist, took over the magazine, and the content became increasingly political.
Wajdi’s main goal was to assure his readers that Islam as a “system” was perfect, especially when compared
to Western systems. “The human reality of Islam,” in other words, was the new object of veneration, and “this
earthly value had in some sense replaced the transcendent God.” According to Smith, a “profound
irreligiousness” pervaded Wajdi’s journal, and God appeared remarkably seldom throughout its pages.48

Quite tellingly, this retreat from God did not bring any happiness on earth. In every country where they



came to power—Iran, Sudan, and Afghanistan—Islamists failed to create the heaven they promised. For it was
not “Islam” in power, but totalitarianism in Islamic garb, and any totalitarianism is doomed to fail.

Allowing Islamists to engage in this trial-and-error process is perhaps better than allowing them to cling to
an untested utopia. In places where they were not allowed to compete politically, they grew more radical, and
ultimately violent. In Egypt, the brutal suppression of the Muslim Brotherhood by the country’s successive
Herods—Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak—created more radical offshoots of the organization. Sayyid Qutb, the
Arab counterpart of Mawdudi, grew more and more strident as a result of the torture he suffered in Egypt’s
terrible prisons. His consequent call for jihad would inspire many radicals, including Ayman al-Zawahiri, who,
after having had his own share of Egyptian torture, became the mastermind of al-Qaeda.22

The stories of these modern-day Zealots are now well known in the West—ever since some of them decided
to attack the very heart of modern-day Rome on September 11, 2001. Since that tragic day, concerned
Americans and other Westerners have focused on and discussed “the trouble with radical Islam.”

An equally important discussion should be held on how the more inspiring interpretations of Islam will be
able to flourish. We have seen that the secularist project is a part of the problem, and not the solution. The
attempt to push religion out of Muslim minds creates, in its worst forms, authoritarian regimes. Even its mild
forms are unhelpful, for they fall short of addressing the religious aspirations of Muslim societies, something
that is here to stay in the foreseeable future. We, after all, live not in a secularizing world but a de-
secularizing one .20

But we have also seen that these two extremes—secularist and Islamist authoritarianism—were not the only
options facing Muslim societies a century ago: there was also an emerging Islamic modernism that
synthesized liberal politics with Muslim values. Was that an oddity of a bygone age? Or is it still a promising
idea?

This is a question many minds from all over the world, Muslim and non-Muslim, are pondering these days.
And the most interesting answer comes, again, from good old Turkey.



CHAPTER EIGHT
The Turkish March to Islamic Liberalism

Perhaps the reason why we have not seen the proposal of a liberal development paradigm for the Middle
East is because we have assumed that it must counter the Islamic trend.

—Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalisml
TURKEY BEGAN 2008 in the shadow of a very heated debate. The issue was whether female university students
could cover their hair with a headscarf—a practice allowed in the whole free world, except in Turkey, where it
was banned by the staunchly secularist Constitutional Court in 1989. The incumbent Justice and Development
Party (AKP, with its Turkish initials) was a “conservative” party led by devout Muslims. They had just won a
sweeping election victory six months earlier, in July 2007, and were willing to permit the headscarf—which
most of their wives and daughters wore—at least on campuses.

In February, the AKP, with the support of two other parties in the Turkish parliament, passed an amendment
that inserted two clauses into the constitution. One of them stated that all citizens, regardless of their
religion, race, or ethnicity, would “benefit from public services equally.” The other amendment provided a
guarantee: “No citizen can be barred from the right to higher education.”

These clauses might sound like commonsense declarations to most people, but to the secularist
establishment they constituted an unacceptable heresy that opened the doors of the universities to
“backward-minded” conservative Muslims. Soon the Constitutional Court stepped in. It not only nullified the
amendment but also levied a hefty fine on the AKP government for violating the country’s self-styled
secularism. The ruling party, in fact, barely survived being disbanded and buried in Turkey’s political
graveyard, where more than two dozen parties rest in peace simply for having failed to comply with some
aspect of the official ideology.

In the middle of this peculiar political controversy—during which “freedom” and “secularism” had become
opposing slogans—an interesting voice emerged from the headscarfed female students whose right to
education was being discussed. On a website titled “We Are Not Free Yet,” three hundred of them put their
signatures under the following statement:

What we have suffered since the day that the door of the university was shut in our face taught us
something: Our real problem is the authoritarian mentality which assumes a right to interfere in the lives,
appearances, words and thoughts of people.

Thus, as women who face discrimination because we cover our heads, we hereby declare that we won’t
be happy simply by entering universities with our scarves—unless:

e The Kurds and other alienated groups in this country are given the legal and psychological basis to
consider themselves first-class citizens.

* The foundations of the [non-Muslim] minorities that were shamelessly confiscated are given back.

¢ Or the “insulting Turkishness” cases [mostly brought against many liberal intellectuals] are brought to
an end.2

The rest of the text continued to ask for “freedoms” for all suppressed groups in Turkey, including the Alevis,
an unorthodox Muslim sect, and denounced “all forms of discrimination, suppression, and imposition.” Finally,
these “covered women” based their entire stance on a saying attributed to the Prophet Muhammad: “The
Heavens and the earth stand on justice.”

This genuinely liberal and Islamic message immediately became popular, making national headlines. The
number of signatories quickly increased, reaching twelve hundred in just a few weeks. Soon, the three young
women who started the initiative, Neslihan Akbulut, Hilal Kaplan, and Havva Yilmaz, published a book titled
We Are Not Free Yet. In the introduction, they used the same slogan that appeared on their website: “If the
matter is freedom, nothing is trivial.”

This was just one example of a phenomenon that has emerged in Turkey since the early 1990s: the growing
acceptance and advocacy of liberal political ideas by the country’s practicing Muslims. In fact, the liberal and
Islamic trends in the country have become so intertwined that they are now seen as allies by the radical
secularists. Even some of the hate words used by the latter reflected this Islamo-liberal synthesis. While they
insult covered women by calling them karafatmalar (cockroaches), the term they prefer for Islamic liberals is
takkeli libos ,, which literally means “liberal with a prayer cap.”

And how all this came about is a story worth examining.

Tue “CeENTER” VERSUS THE “PERIPHERY”

In the previous chapter, we left Turkey at the Kemalist Revolution, the effort to remove Turkey from its
Ottoman past and re-create it from scratch, based on ideas derived from the radical secularism of eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Europe. Islam, according to this vision, would be allowed no influence whatsoever in
society. “The boundary of religious consideration in Turkey,” wrote Recep Peker, the secretary general of the
single-party Kemalist regime in 1936, “cannot exceed the skin of a citizen.”3 In other words, religion could
exist only on the “inside” of citizens, and not in public life. There would be no religious education, no religious



communities, no religious movements—and nothing like the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution to
protect such public expressions of religion from the state.

In just two decades, from 1925 to 1945, the Kemalist vision successfully dominated the “center” of Turkish
society, which included the bureaucracy, the military, the judiciary, and the universities. The “purification” of
the latter was realized by the 1933 “university reform,” in which professors who disagreed with the Kemalist
ideology—including its pseudoscientific theories about the Aryan origins of the “Turkish race”—lost their jobs.
At Istanbul University, almost two-thirds of the scholars were deemed “backward-minded” and were fired.

Since the “center” of society became so dominated by the secularists, Islam would be able to survive only in
its “periphery”—the rural areas, small towns, and the lower classes.? As a result, the more sophisticated
Islamic tradition of the Ottoman elite disappeared, while religion became part of the culture of the less-
educated masses. As a result, for many decades upper-class secular Turks considered that being a practicing
Muslim was synonymous with being a kéylii—a peasant.

Yet still, some of the liberal ideas developed by the Ottoman Islamic elite found their way into Republican
Turkey. And no one was more influential in building this bridge than an exceptional Kurdo-Turkish scholar
named Said Nursi.

Saip Nursi, “THE WONDER OF THE AGE”

Born in 1878 in a poor village in Eastern Anatolia named Nurs (whence comes his family name), the young
Said was a devout and intellectually curious student. He learned the Qur’an, the Hadiths, and other Islamic
sources in the madrasas of his region. His teachers were so impressed by his sharp memory and intellect that
they called him Bediiizzaman (“the Wonder of the Age”), which soon became his nickname.

At the age of fifteen, Said was profoundly inspired by a book entitled Riiya (The Dream), an allegorical
tribute to liberty written two decades earlier by Namik Kemal, the prominent Young Ottoman introduced in
chapter 6. In the book, the Islamic liberal Kemal depicted freedom as a beautiful fairy coming down from the
heavens, liberating all Ottoman citizens from authoritarian rule and blessing them with rights, progress, and
wealth. Said was deeply impressed by this vision. “I woke up then,” he would write years later, “with The
Dream of Kemal.”2

No wonder, then, that from his adolescent years to his death in 1960, opposition to authoritarian rule and
commitment to freedom and democracy would be important themes for Said Nursi—and the millions of his
followers who would emerge in Republican Turkey.

Another important concern for Nursi was modern science. Madrasas of his time had become extremely
conservative and insular institutions: only “Islamic sciences” were taught, not modern ones such as physics,
chemistry, and biology. The modern ones were taught in the French-style schools that the Ottoman Empire
had opened early in the nineteenth century. Yet some graduates of these modern institutions were becoming
the followers of not only science but also scientism—the idea that science is an ultimate guide to everything
and an alternative to religion. In other words, while classical Islamic education was teaching faith without any
science, modern schools were teaching science without (and even against) faith.

The solution, Nursi thought, was to open new madrasas with a modern curriculum; he even made plans for
a modern Islamic university. In November 1907, he went all the way to Istanbul to personally talk to Sultan
Abdilhamid II and seek his blessing. The sultan’s secretaries, surprised by the confidence and ambition of
this rural-born Kurd, thought that he was out of his mind to request a private audience with the great caliph.

So Nursi failed to obtain the official support he sought for his project, but the next two years that he spent
in the capital of the empire contributed to his thinking and his reputation. It was during this time that the
Second Constitutional Period—or Hirriyet (Liberty), as it was then called—was announced, and the Ottoman
parliament reconvened after three decades of suspension. Nursi quickly became famous as an Islamic
supporter of the Liberty cause. He made impressive speeches in Istanbul and sent dozens of telegrams to the
Kurdish elders in the East, all defending constitutionalism, representative democracy, and freedom of
thought.8

When the Ottoman Empire entered World War I, Nursi took up arms, along with his students, to protect the
eastern border from the Russian Army—only to be captured as a prisoner of war. Soon after his release, he
went back to Eastern Turkey to try to establish the modern madrasa about which he had been dreaming for
decades. But fate had other plans for him.

In 1925, a Kurdish revolt broke out in the region, and the Kemalist government punished not just the
perpetrators but also many other Kurdish notables, “relocating” them to western areas of Anatolia. Nursi,
who had opposed the revolt, was exiled to a village in Isparta Province, in midwestern Turkey. Here, he would
have time for some soul-searching and finally would define a new mission in life. This “new Said” would
neglect all political matters and devote himself to saving the Islamic faith from the godless ideas and
temptations of the age.

Soon Nursi started to write his famous “epistles,” which, over the next three decades, would fill more than a
dozen volumes with Islamic apologetics. His whole purpose was to “bring God back by raising Muslim
consciousness”—in strong contrast to the thoroughly secular Homo kemalicus the regime wanted to create.Z
The more Nursi wrote, the more he attracted official wrath. As a result, he spent the whole “single-party era”
(1925-50) in prison, under house arrest, or in some form of exile in remote parts of Turkey. His followers, who
clandestinely handwrote, distributed, and copied his works, became known as “the students of Nur” (or



Nurcus).

The Nur movement was not only absolutely nonviolent but also persistently apolitical. “Trying to serve
religion via politics brings more harm than good,” a Nurcu text argues, and rejects the “revolutionary Islamic
approach, which wants to shape society from above and which even legitimizes violence.” “The best way to
serve Islam,” it concludes, “is to advocate the truths of faith.”8 But even this was unacceptable for Kemalism.
Hence, newspapers of the 1930s and 1940s often reported stories about “Nurcu retrogrades” caught by the
police with such “illegal materials” as books, brochures, copy machines, and prayer caps.

The Nur movement was only able to take a deep breath in 1950, when the quarter-century-old Kemalist
regime was overthrown in the first free and fair elections of the Republican era. The new prime minister was
Adnan Menderes, whose Democrat Party (DP) had the famous motto, “Enough! It is the nation’s turn to
speak.” The DP was an heir to some of the liberal ideas of the Progressive Republican Party (PRP), which had
been closed down in 1925. It was therefore more tolerant of and respectful to religion, more lenient to the
Kurds, and more favorable to free-market capitalism. Menderes, who had promised to make Turkey “a little
America,” soon embraced the Marshall Plan, sent Turkish troops to the Korean War, and joined NATO. He also
created an economic boom that would grant him three election victories in a row—the second one with 57
percent of the votes, an unmatched record in Turkish political history.

But the Kemalist “center”—the bureaucracy, the military, the judiciary, and the universities—despised
Menderes, regarding him as the leader of a counterrevolution. Among the prime minister’'s supposed
misdeeds was his amicable attitude toward religious leaders, including Said Nursi. “What do you want from
this ascetic man who devoted his whole life to faith?” he said in January 1960 to the Kemalists in parliament
who were angrily questioning why Nursi was allowed to travel freely around the country.2

The response came four months later, on May 27, 1960, when the Turkish military staged a coup,
established martial law, and imprisoned hundreds of DP members on Yassiada, an island on the outskirts of
Istanbul. The junta soon set up a show trial, which sentenced Menderes and two of his ministers to execution,
for subjective crimes including “empowering religious retrogrades.” On September 17, 1961, Adnan
Menderes, the most popular prime minister in Turkish history, was hung on the gallows—after, by some
accounts, being beaten and abused by soldiers.l® The rest of the DP politicians were given lengthy prison
terms.

The ruling generals had to take care of one more task. Nursi had died two months before the coup, in the
eastern city of Urfa, and he was buried there. His grave, which attracted visitors from all over the country,
could prove to be a symbol of resistance to the junta and its ideals. So, on the night of June 12, 1960, a
squadron entered Urfa, established a curfew, positioned tanks around the city, and headed toward Nursi’s
grave. The marble tomb was broken into pieces and Nursi’s remains were removed, put on a military plane,
and flown out, to be reburied at a secret location somewhere in Anatolia. His final resting place remains
unknown.

The junta that staged the 1960 coup soon drafted a new constitution and allowed the return of multiparty
politics. But it also took measures to ensure that the new state would be a quasi-democracy, not a real one;
elected politicians would be kept under check, and, when deemed necessary, overthrown by the Kemalist
establishment.

Thereafter, Turkish politics would be like a pendulum swinging between authoritarianism and democracy.
And while the secularists would be the proud guardians of authoritarianism, the Islamic camp would
increasingly aspire to democracy.

Tue MaxiNG oF “TurkisH-IsLamic EXCEPTIONALISM”

The brief history of Said Nursi helps illustrate the “exceptionalism” of Turkish Islam, which, according to
Turkish sociologist S,erif Mardin, is too often overlooked by contemporary Western scholars because of their
“concentration on Arab or Salafi Islam.”11

This exceptionalism has a lot to do with the uniqueness of Turkish political history, which created conditions
that other Muslim nations of the modern era did not experience. First of all, unlike most other Muslim
countries, Turkey was never colonized by European powers. For Turkey’s Muslims, this meant that the
“other” was not necessarily the West, as was the case for most Arab and Indian/Pakistani Muslims. The
“other” for Turkish Islam was homegrown authoritarian secularism. In fact, the West would appear to Turkish
Muslims, from the 1990s onward, as an ally, for it showed more respect to religious freedom than shown by
Turkey’s self-styled secularism.

Second, even though Turkey’s secularists were unmistakably authoritarian, they nonetheless were more
restrained and less arbitrary than others in the Muslim world, such as the two shahs of Iran and the secular
dictators in the Arab world. Unlike those countries, Turkey had a tradition of constitutional and parliamentary
rule that was rooted in the Ottoman reforms of the nineteenth century. As a result, the Kemalists could not
forestall free elections forever and had to accept multiparty politics after each period of ideological
restoration.

This meant that, for a pious Muslim in Turkey who felt oppressed by the regime, the proverbial light at the
end of the tunnel was the ballot box, which repeatedly brought to power center-right political parties, such as
the DP. But in Iran, where the shah’s absolutism left no space for democratic politics, the only way out was
revolution. In Egypt and Algeria, where democracy was neither deeply rooted nor allowed to grow, the option



would be, at least for some, jihad.

A third factor contributing to the exceptionalism of modern Turkish Islam was its strong aversion to
Communism, an antipathy unparalleled in the Arab world. This had two explanations. First, from the
beginning of the Cold War, Moscow proved to have designs on Turkey. The idea of a Soviet invasion, evoking
vivid memories of the Ottoman-Russian enmity, became the nightmare of most Turks, including the devoutly
Islamic ones. Second, the Turkish Marxist Left, which became a formidable force from the early 1960s
onward, was vehemently antireligious. Therefore, throughout the Cold War, for most Muslims in Turkey, the
enemy was “godless Communism,” whereas the West, especially America, looked much more acceptable.
“Americans believe in God, they respect our religion,” wrote a popular Islamic pundit in 1969. “They are the
People of the Book; but the Reds are infidels.”12

Said Nursi was the archetype of this stance. His epistles were full of denunciations of Communism, which
he regarded as the political outcome of philosophical materialism. That’s why he supported the DP
government’s decision to send troops to Korea in order to fight “the Reds,” and he even encouraged one of his
students to enlist as a volunteer. He also hoped to build a Muslim-Christian alliance against aggressive
atheism. In 1950, he sent a collection of his works to Pope Pius XII and received, in February 1951, a personal
letter of thanks. Two years later, Nursi visited Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras in Istanbul to pledge
friendship among monotheistic believers and seek cooperation in facing the challenges of a secular age.

All these aspects of Nursi’s thinking—support for democracy, sympathy for the free world, and interest in
interfaith cooperation—would be preserved by his millions of followers, who kept the Nur movement alive
after his death.12 One of them, a charismatic preacher named Fethullah Gilen, would even extend Nursi’s
legacy and turn it into a global movement, with an impressive network of schools, nongovernmental
organizations, and media outlets.

Tue Rist oF TURKISH IsL.aMisM

The movement of Nursi (and later of Giilen) became a major branch of Islam in modern-day Turkey, but it
certainly was not the only one. Another branch was official Islam, organized under the government’s
Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet, for short), which had been formed in 1924 by the Republican regime
to replace the Ottoman institutions organized around the caliphate. This was one of the striking oddities of
Turkey’s secularism: it was not about the separation of religion and state but rather the domination of
religion by the state. Kemalism wanted the citizens to be as secular as possible but also wished to control
their beliefs.

Not too surprisingly, the officially endorsed Diyanet became a dry and tedious bureaucracy that maintained
mosque services and organized rituals and festivals, but it hardly inspired anyone. This would not change
until the turn of the twenty-first century, when the organization became more self-confident and visionary,
thanks to new leadership and the political support it received from the pro-Islamic AKP government.

A third branch of Turkish Islam was formed by a diverse group of tarikats, or Sufi orders with traditional
Sunni codes of belief. The largest tarikat was the Naqgshbandis, who emphasized personal piety and
communitarian morals. They shared Nursi’s focus on godliness but not necessarily his modern, rational, and
even liberal bent. The difference between the two branches was apparent even at first glance. The typical
Nurcu would have a mustache but not a beard, wear a suit and tie, and speak about the manifestations of God
in nature as supported by modern science. The tarikat member would grow a long beard, avoid the Western-
looking tie, and quote from twelfth-century authorities such as Imam al-Ghazali or Abd al-Qadir al-Gaylani.

In the late 1960s, the differences between the Nurcus and the tarikats found their political counterparts.
Most of Nursi’'s followers continued to support the center-right, now represented by the Justice Party (JP),
which claimed to follow in the footsteps of the defunct Democrat Party. But the JP leader, Silleyman Demirel
(who was rumored to be a Freemason), never gained the same trust that Menderes enjoyed. Hence the
tarikats looked for another alternative, which they found in the Milli Goriis, (National Outlook) movement led
by Necmeddin Erbakan, a former engineer and a member of the Nagshbandi tarikat.

The “nation” to which Erbakan’s movement referred was the umma, the global Islamic community of
believers. As a community of faith, the umma naturally was dear to all Muslims, but Erbakan also envisioned
it as a political community. So he proposed that Turkey withdraw from the whole Western alliance in order to
form an “Islamic Union” and an “Islamic NATO.” Defining the Common Market, the precursor of the European
Union, as a plot by “international Zionism,” he promised an “economically independent” Turkey and a state-
driven industrial leap forward.

All these ideas sounded more “Left” than “Right,” so Erbakan’s National Salvation Party (MSP) did not have
much trouble forming a coalition government in 1974 with the then-Socialist Republican People’s Party, led by
Bilent Ecevit. The critics of this brief Islamist-Socialist partnership jokingly called it “the watermelon
coalition”: green on the outside, red on the inside.

Erbakan’s statist, anti-Western, anti-Zionist, and even anti-Semitic rhetoric was much closer to the Islamist
movements of the Middle East, such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, than to the line of Islamic liberals
of the Ottoman era and the Nurcus who preserved traces of the latter’s legacy. So it was no accident that,
besides the ultraconservative tarikats, the sails of Erbakan’s ship were filled by the nascent Islamist
movement of the 1970s, inspired by the translated works of Islamist ideologues such as Mawdudi and Qutb.
This movement dismissed Nursi’s works as “the Islam of flowers and bugs,” condemned the center-right for



its “Americanism,” and either supported Erbakan or, among the most extreme, rejected any party politics,
calling democracy “a system of unbelief.”

One of the young Turkish Islamists of the time, Mehmet Metiner, who years later would renounce the
ideology and redefine himself as a “Muslim democrat,” explains the mindset of his comrades in the 1970s:

The generation before us believed that they had needed to side with America in the face of the communist
threat. . . . But our generation was different. We saw the United States and the West as unbelievers and
imperialists who colonized the Islamic world via the puppet regimes they created in Muslim lands.14

Metiner also notes that he had become sympathetic to Socialist ideas thanks to Islamic Socialism, written by
Mustafa Sibai, one of the theorists of the Muslim Brotherhood. He adds that he and his Islamist friends found
the Ottoman legacy uninteresting and thus were never “Ottomanist.”13

In this sense, Islamism in Turkey was at least partly an unintended consequence of Kemalism. The latter’s
zeal against Ottoman tradition impoverished Islamic thought, suppressed even its most moderate proponents
(such as the Nur movement), and created a vacuum that a radical Islamism of a foreign origin could fill. The
1960 coup contributed to this void by destroying the Democrat Party, whose center-right umbrella had been
uniting nearly the entire Islamic camp. Had Menderes survived, politically and literally, Erbakan and his Milli
Gorus, probably would not have found an audience. That’s why Turkish historian Ahmet Yas,ar Ocak, a
respected expert on Turkish Islam, thinks that the country’s radical Islamists can well be regarded as the
“illegitimate sons” of its radical secularists. The Turkish Herodians, in other words, unintentionally helped
create Turkish zealots. 18

TuE OzaL REVOLUTION—AND THE “THREE FREEDOMS”

On September 12, 1980, while the center-right Justice Party was in power, Turkey faced yet another military
coup, the brutal one described in the Introduction to this book. When the generals scheduled national
elections again in 1983, they allowed only newcomers to run for office. Turgut Ozal, a former bureaucrat and
economist, stood out, and his newly formed Motherland Party came to power. The next ten years would be
“the Ozal decade,” a revolutionary age of liberalization during which the Islamo-liberal synthesis, almost
forgotten after decades of forced amnesia, was reborn.

As a member of a Nagshbandi family, Ozal was a devout believer in Islam. As a former employee of the
World Bank and the private sector, he also was a genuine believer in free-market capitalism and, in a broader
sense, the American idea of liberty. In the words of American journalist Robert Kaplan, Ozal “loved to read the
Qur'an and watch soap operas, to bang his head against the carpet in a Sufi mosque and go to Texas
barbecues.”1Z That helps explain why, as the most far-reaching Turkish leader since Atatiirk, he would be able
to “restore religion to Turkey’s political space without threatening the country’s pro-Western orientation.”18

Ozal based his policies on the notion of “the three freedoms”—of ideas, religion, and enterprise. The
economy opened up, abandoning decades-old Kemalist policies of protectionism, “statism,” and “a planned
economy.” Some of the authoritarian articles in the penal code, which banned “religious propaganda” and
many other “thought crimes,” were rescinded. The tyrannical prohibitions on the Kurdish language, which
criminalized even Kurdish songs, were, at least partly, lifted. (Ozal also proudly noted that his mother was
Kurdish, thus breaking the taboo on the K-word.)

Ozal also tried to restore respect for the Ottomans, who for decades had been the béte noire of the official
ideology. He even found parallels between the Ottoman Empire and the United States, arguing that both
granted diverse communities the freedom to exercise their religion, culture, and economic aspirations. In
1987, he submitted Turkey’s application to the European Union. Two years later, he became the president, yet
he continued to guide policy via a loyal prime minister. (In the Turkish system, the presidency is the highest
post, but the prime minister holds more power.)

Most Kemalists, unsurprisingly, despised Ozal, seeing him as a counter-revolutionary undoing all the great
things Ataturk had done half a century earlier. The fact that he was both pro-Islamic and pro-American even
led some of them to suspect a Western plot to overthrow the Kemalist Republic—paranoia that would reach its
zenith in the 2000s, when the pro-Islamic AKP became the champion of the EU bid.

Ozal also had his fans. Among them was the tiny group of liberal intellectuals—most of them secular but not
secularist—who had been sidelined for decades in a political sphere dominated by the Kemalist state, the
Marxist Left, and the nationalist Right. Also in favor of Ozal were the country’s millions of Kurds, whose
identity had been systematically suppressed since the early years of the Republican era. The third and largest
group of Ozal supporters was the Islamic camp. To them, he was not only a savior who eased the burdens of
the ultrasecularist regime but also, as the first Turkish prime minister to make a pilgrimage to Mecca, he was
the man who returned religion to public respectability. The Nurcus were already on the center-right
bandwagon, but most of the tarikats also sympathized with Ozal and voted for his Motherland Party. He was
able to reopen the great political umbrella that Adnan Menderes had formed in the 1950s.

With the Ozal Revolution, people in the Islamic camp also started to realize that their yearning for religious
freedom could be satisfied by adopting Western-style liberal democracy, rather than the Islamist utopia that
Erbakan had been promising. For decades, most of them had perceived Kemalism, which claimed to
Westernize Turkey, as a natural extension of the West. This started to change as these Islamic Turks learned



more about the world. Some of the young headscarfed women, excluded from Turkish colleges, headed to
universities in Europe and the United States, where they found freedom and respect. Their husbands also
made the same discovery. One of them, a Turkish Muslim academic who moved to the United Kingdom during
the Ozal years, would later write:

I arrived in England from Turkey at the beginning of the 1990s, after having lived and studied in Ankara
where we were unable to find any prayer rooms. . . . In the UK [though], we were able to pray at chapels
specifically allocated for Muslims at universities and, to our utmost surprise in government buildings, like
the Home Office, when we were applying to renew our visas. These were eye-opening and life-changing
experiences for us, and also for many other Turkish citizens.12

These religious Turks soon got their facts right. The liberal West, they realized, was better than the illiberal
“Westernizers” at home.

THE DECLINE OF TURKISH JSLAMISM
In April 1993, when Turgut Ozal suddenly died of a heart attack at the age of sixty-six, hundreds of

thousands of people from all across Turkey flocked to his funeral in Istanbul. Some carried signs that read,
“The Civilian President,” “The Democrat President,” and “The Muslim President”—meaningful phrases in a
country that used to see ex-military and thoroughly secular names as the state’s leaders. Ozal was buried at a
site next to the Adnan Menderes Mausoleum—which he had had built in 1990 to honor his precursor, whom
the military had executed three decades earlier.

The next nine years in Turkish politics, until the arrival of the AKP in November 2002, has sometimes been
called “the lost decade,” because it saw a series of inefficient and unsuccessful coalitions that ultimately led
the country into a dreadful economic crisis in 2001. But this period also brought about some significant
changes that transformed the Islamic camp.

One of the outcomes of Ozal’s death was the resurgence of Milli Goriis ,, the political Islamist movement led
by Necmeddin Erbakan. Ozal’s Motherland Party was taken over by Mesut Yilmaz, a secular figure, who had
little appeal for religious voters. Erbakan happily filled the gap, and his Welfare Party achieved a surprising
victory in the general elections of December 1995, winning 21 percent of the votes, the highest total an
Islamist party had ever received in Turkey.

Erbakan had to work until June 1996 to build a coalition with the center-right party led by Tansu Ciller, who
had previously been Turkey’s first female prime minister. This dual government lasted for a year, during
which Erbakan found the chance to implement only a few of his ideas, such as building closer ties with other
Muslim countries and hosting receptions for tarikat leaders in his official residence—all shocking to the
secular establishment. But what provoked the secularists even more was his rhetoric, and that of his party
members, which seemed to herald an Islamist regime.

In response to this Islamist challenge, on February 28, 1997, the military initiated a process that later
would be dubbed “the postmodern coup.” The generals orchestrated the whole Kemalist “center”—the
bureaucracy, the judiciary, the universities, and the “mainstream” media—to force the government to resign,
then to close down the Welfare Party, and finally to crack down on Islamic groups and their resources. In June
1997, the generals declared a long list of companies “backward-minded” (i.e., too religious) and promoted
boycotts of their products. Some Islamic leaders were put on trial for “establishing anti-secular
organizations.” Some “undesirable” journalists were fired, and several were even discredited with fake
documents prepared by the military.2? Certain members of the Welfare Party, including its rising star, Recep
Tayyip Erdog an, then mayor of Istanbul, were given prison terms for “inciting hatred” against the Kemalist
regime. “Erdog an’s political career is over,” some newspapers wrote in September 1998. “From now on, he
can’t even be a local governor.”2L

The speech that earned Erdog an a ten-month prison term was indeed harsh,22 but it also included an
interesting remark that hinted at the direction he would follow: “Western man has freedom of belief,”
Erdogan said. “In Europe there is respect for worship, for the headscarf. Why not in Turkey?”23

Tue AKP's Patr To PosTIsL.aMism

In the aftermath of “the post-modern coup” of 1997, a more moderate group in the Welfare Party, fed up
with Erbakan’s radical and delusional rhetoric, looked for a new vision. Led by former academic Abdullah Giil,
probably the most sophisticated figure in the party’s ranks, this “reformist movement,” spoke more favorably
of Western-style democracy and began to argue that “the state should be in the service of the people, rather
than a holy state that stands far above the people.”24 This movement soon broke with Milli Gériis, and joined
forces with Tayyip Erdog~an to found the Justice and Development Party (AKP) in August 2001.

From its first day, the AKP declared that it was not “a political party with a religious axis,” and it defined its
ideology as “democratic conservatism.” This meant, according to Erdog~an, “a concept of modernity that does
not reject tradition, a belief in universalism that accepts localism, and an understanding of rationalism that
does not disregard the spiritual meaning of life.”23

In November 2002, a little more than a year after its founding, the AKP won the general elections with 32
percent of the votes and took power. Soon, to the surprise of the whole world, this post-Islamist party turned
out to be a most dedicated and successful pursuer of Turkey’s bid to join the EU. With a staggering number



and scope of democratic reforms, it even proved to be, in the words of Newsweek columnist Fareed Zakaria,
“the most open, modern and liberal political movement in Turkey’s history.”28

Hence it was no surprise when the AKP won the 2007 general elections with an astounding 47 percent of
the votes, getting the support of not only conservatives but also most secular liberals, Kurds, and even
Armenians.2Z The Islamist Milli Gériis,, now represented by the Felicity Party, which depicted the AKP as a
“traitor” that had sold its soul to “Western imperialism,” received only 2.5 percent.

This might well have been interpreted as a historic defeat for Turkish Islamism, but the Kemalists believed
the exact opposite. They had never trusted the AKP, insisted on calling its members “Islamists,” and asserted
that the party’s transformation was just a trick to deceive outsiders. Some of their conspiracy theories were
mind-boggling. In 2007, for example, a staunchly Kemalist author, Ergun Poyraz, produced a series of best
sellers arguing that both Erdog an and Giil were “secret Jews” collaborating with “international Zionism” in
order to destroy Atatiirk’s republic and enslave the Turkish nation.28

This anti-Semitic lunacy was just one of the many signs of the amazing transformation occurring in the
political landscape. The AKP’s outreach to the West had turned the tables, and now the Kemalists, who were
also horrified that the EU was asking for more rights for Kurds and other minorities, had started to turn anti-
Western.

Yet the Kemalists were not alone in suspecting that the AKP had a “hidden agenda.” Some Western
observers also believed that any party made up of devout Muslims must necessarily be illiberal and
undemocratic. Critics could certainly point to traces of Islamist sentiment in the AKP’s ranks, along with the
typical problems of Turkey’s patrimonial politics, including nepotism and intolerance to criticism. Tayyip
Erdog~an also showed signs of what can be called “Muslim nationalism”—or simply “Muslimism”—in the way
he demonstrated an emotional affinity for Muslim actors around the world.22 Yet still AKP’s post-Islamist
position was genuine, for a few good reasons.

First, the new direction that the AKP embraced, “democratic conservatism,” was not unheard-of in Turkey.
Quite the contrary; it had its roots, as we have seen, among the Islamic liberals of the Ottoman Empire as
well as in the center-right tradition of Turkish politics represented by the Progressive Republican Party in
1924, by Adnan Menderes between 1950 and 1960, and by Turgut Ozal between 1983 and 1993. All the AKP
did was abandon Milli Gorus,, a late invention with foreign roots, and return to a more established political
tradition. It was not an accident that Parliament Speaker Bilent Aring, the third most powerful member of the
AKP after Erdog an and Giil, expressed regret in 2007 that until the late 1990s, he and his friends had failed
to understand Ozal, and had given him “the most unfair criticisms.” “Only when I learned more about the
world,” Arin¢ added in an emotional tone, “did I realize how right Ozal was.”30

Second, the AKP’s political transformation was in line with the changing intellectual landscape in Turkey.
Classical liberalism, an idea so popular in the late Ottoman Empire but denounced by the Kemalist Republic,
was rediscovered in the late 1980s, thanks to the reforms of Ozal and the efforts of new organizations such as
the Ankara-based Association for Liberal Thinking. Books and academic works addressing liberal philosophy,
extremely rare before the 1980s, became ubiquitous.31 The nascent group of liberal intellectuals was critical
of Kemalist secularism and in favor of broader religious freedom. Their growing interaction with Islamic
conservatives gave the latter group new perspective and rhetoric. Hence, from the early 1990s onward,
Islamic intellectuals started to question the idea of “an Islamic state” and instead spoke of “a nonideological
state” or “a neutral state,” defending “pluralism” as their social ideal. They had realized, after all, that “[the]
Islamist regimes in Iran, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan introduce[d] even more extreme repression than
Turkey’s secularists.”32

In 1998, the influential Giillen movement organized a conference entitled “Islam and Secularism,” attended
by a handful of the most prominent theologians and Islamic pundits of Turkey. Following three days of
discussion, they declared that Islam and the secular state were compatible, as long as the latter respected
religious freedom. The modernist theologian who championed this view, Mehmet Aydin, who promotes
“liberal democratic culture” for the whole Muslim world, would become the minister responsible for the
Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) in the AKP’s first term.33

The third factor that helps explain the transformation of the AKP was a gift from Ozal to Turkey: free-
market capitalism. And it was this factor that ultimately was so definitive and vital to the change in Turkish
Islam.

Tue ReBIRTH OF IsLamic CAPITALISM

As we saw earlier in this book, Islam was born as a business-friendly religion. The subsequent rise of
“Islamic capitalism” facilitated the dynamism and splendor of Islamic civilization, as we have seen, while its
decline resulted in the stagnation and eventual decline of Islamdom. We have also seen that the Ottomans
realized—albeit quite belatedly—the importance of private business and tried to jump-start it via some of the
Tanzimat reforms.

However, even though the Ottoman efforts led to the appearance of a Muslim middle class, this
development was very limited in scope. The bourgeoisie remained primarily non-Muslim until the fall of the
empire. That’s why the Young Turks, and later the Kemalists, sought to create a “national bourgeoisie” that
had state support. They were successful to a certain degree, but thanks to unfair methods. An “opportunity
space” for Turkish capitalists opened up because of the wartime expulsion of Armenians—a tragic decision



that led to sporadic mass murders—and later a “population exchange” with Greece.24 The Kemalist regime
also imposed a hefty “wealth tax” on Jews, Greeks, and Armenians between 1942 and 1944, under a cabinet
with Nazi sympathies.32 Those unable to pay, in line with the dark standards of the time, were sent to a labor
camp in Eastern Turkey.26

Both the formation and the composition of this state-made “national bourgeoisie” were unfair. Only
urbanites who could wine and dine the secular politicians and bureaucrats received lucrative contracts and
loans from the state. By the end of the 1940s, the Kemalist “center” had successfully created a business elite
in its own likeness.

Meanwhile, religion had survived mainly among the less privileged. “The nation-state belonged more to us
than to the religious poor,” says Orhan Pamuk, Turkey’s Nobel laureate in literature, recalling his childhood
days in 1950s Istanbul. But, he adds, secular people like him were also afraid of “being outclassed by people
who had no taste for secularism.”3Z

Pamuk’s fears would start to be realized a few decades later, during the Ozal Revolution. By liberalizing the
economy, diminishing the role of the state, and personally inspiring a religiously devout and economically
entrepreneurial spirit, Ozal created space for Islamic-minded entrepreneurs. As early as the late 1980s,
economists started to talk about “Anatolian Tigers”—companies founded in the conservative cities of Anatolia
that quickly utilized the groundbreaking opportunities for manufacturing and exporting in the brave new
world of the free market.

In 1990, a group of these conservative businessmen created a union named MUSI AD, a clear alternative to
the well-established TUSI AD (Turkish Industrialists’ and Businessmen’s Association), which represented the
more secular “Istanbul bourgeoisie.” The letter “M” stood for the word Miistakil, or “Independent,” but many
thought it actually meant “Muslim,” as most MUSI ' AD members are mosque-going conservatives whose wives
and daughters wear headscarves.

In 1994, MUSI'AD published an Islamic economic manifesto in a booklet titled Homo Islamicus. The
document encouraged hard work and free trade, referring to the life of the Prophet Muhammad as a
merchant. It vigorously defended the freedom of the markets and opposed the state’s intrusive role in the
economy. It also added that theirs was a capitalism tamed by the compassionate and altruistic values of Islam,
not a “ruthless” one.38

Since its founding, MUSI'AD has become increasingly influential and has consistently supported free-
market reforms, whereas some members of TUSI'AD, who used to benefit from a “protected” economy, have
remained less enthusiastic. This rift started in the early years of Turgut Ozal, who supported “total
liberation,” while most members of TUSI AD favored a “mixed economy,” or a combination of capitalism and
socialism.32
THE “CarviNisTs” oF IsLam

One of the urban centers that gave rise to the Anatolian Tigers was Kayseri, a midsize city in the heartland
of Turkey. Kayserians had always been famous for both business-mindedness and religiosity, but they had
their great leap forward courtesy of the Ozal Revolution. From the mid-1980s onward, the city experienced an
industrial boom, with hundreds of new factories opened. By the mid-2000s, just one of its textile companies
produced one percent of the world’s denim for brands such as Levi’s, Wrangler, and Diesel. Kayseri’s
furniture companies supplied 70 percent of the Turkish market and exported their wares to many countries in
the Middle East.

In 2005, a Berlin-based think tank, the European Stability Initiative (ESI), studied Kayseri to understand the
secret of its economic miracle. After several weeks conducting interviews with the city’s prominent
businessmen, the ESI team wrote a report that emphasized the curious role of religion in the motivation of
these entrepreneurs. “Nine out of ten of one’s fate depends on commerce and courage,” one of the Kayseri
businessmen said, quoting the Prophet Muhammad. Another businessman argued, “It is good for a religious
person to work hard,” and “to open a factory is a kind of prayer.” The founder of a furniture company stated,
“I see no black and white opposition between being modern and [being] traditional,” and said that he was
“open to innovation.”40

“To understand Kayseri,” the former mayor of the town, S ukri Karatepe, told the ESI researchers, “one
must read Max Weber.”2L Weber, of course, pointed to the role that the ascetic and hardworking ethic of early
Protestants, particularly Calvinists, played in the rise of modern capitalism in Europe. According to Karatepe,
one could observe the same work ethic in Kayseri and a few other Anatolian cities, thanks to the teachings of
Islam. Fittingly, the ESI researchers titled their report Islamic Calvinists. Their conclusion was that Kayseri
was only a single case study, and, in general, “over the past decade [1995-2005], individualistic, pro-business
currents [had] become prominent within Turkish Islam.”42

These “individualistic, pro-business currents” were certainly capitalist, but not materialist, hedonist, or
selfish. Quite the contrary, they went hand in hand with a strong sense of social responsibility, as emphasized
by Islam. Kayseri’s Islamic entrepreneurs spent more than $300 million in five years to support clinics,
schools, and various other charitable organizations. By 2005, sixteen separate soup kitchens in the city were
serving almost ten thousand people daily. Kayseri’s culture was a combination of “entrepreneurship,
asceticism, and altruism.”43



The AKP’s political transformation was not unrelated to the interests of these Islamic Calvinists. The latter
needed a Turkey that had been integrated into the global economy, had anchored its stability in the EU, and
had closer ties with all the neighboring countries—the exact strategy of the AKP2%4 No wonder all of the
“Islamic Calvinists” were supporters of Erdog an and Giil, and Kayseri was in effect an AKP city, giving the
party a staggering 66 percent of the votes in 2007.

TrHE MusLiM MIpDLE CLaAss AND ITs CHANGING CULTURE

In July 2009, the founder of MUSI AD, Erol Yarar, a practicing Muslim, gave an interview to a Turkish
newspaper, sparking a nationwide debate. The headline read, “We Are the Real Bourgeois Class of Turkey.”
Yarar argued that while some big businesses were supported by the state, “we grew with our own effort,
much like the bourgeoisie in Europe.”42

Yarar also noted something significant: On the one hand, Muslim entrepreneurs were creating a capitalism
inspired by their religious values; on the other hand, their religious values were being altered by their
engagement in capitalism. “When we held our first meeting in a five-star hotel,” he recalled,

some of our friends [in MUSI AD] were asking, “What are we doing here?” . . . Most of them had never
traveled abroad and were hostile to Europe, America, and Russia. . . . They wanted to leave their
companies to their sons, and did not care much about the education of their daughters. Since then, these
wrong notions have changed a lot. Now they are traveling to Europe just to see it more and more. . . .
Recently I entered a little mosque in a big shopping mall in Istanbul. I looked at the shoes; they were all
high-quality brands! This is the revolution that is taking place in Turkey.28

In other words, engagement with the modern world as its partner ameliorated formerly negative attitudes
toward it. The experiences of these Muslim businessmen are quite different from engagement with the
modern world as its victims—as Muslims under Western occupation or a secularist dictatorship would see
themselves. It is also different from being the modern world’s outsiders, as many marginalized Muslim
immigrants in European societies feel.

The Islamic Calvinists also created jobs for a new generation of Muslim professionals. Hence, in just two
decades—from the mid-1980s to the mid-2000s—a “Muslim middle class” emerged, to the shock of the
secularists. As its social context changed, this middle class started to change its political attitudes. One
example was the decline of Islamism. A public survey conducted by a liberal Turkish think tank in 2006 (when
the AKP was in power) showed that the demand for a “Shariah state” in Turkish society had fallen from 21
percent to 9 percent in just seven years. When questions were asked about some extreme measures of the
Shariah, such as stoning, this support dropped to one percent4Z This was an especially big change when
compared to the heyday of the Turkish Islamists, when they had dreamed of imposing “a Taliban-like
Shariah.”48

“Ah, those idealist mujahids of the 70s,” wrote an Islamic pundit in 2009, “now they all have become
moneymaking miiteahhids [i.e., building contractors].”42

In addition to its changed outlook on political life, the new Muslim middle class started to develop a whole
new culture. An interesting study that demonstrates this transformation comes from a Turkish sociologist who
examined the content of “Islamic novels” in Turkey. The change became clear when he contrasted two eras of
novels—the first being the 1980s, the second starting from the mid-1990s. In the first era, all of the
characters in these novels were clear-cut figures—immoral secularists versus exemplary Muslims. Each story
had a hero who, after some soul-searching, saw the light and became a devotee of “the Islamic cause.” Even
his marriage was about “raising good kids for Islam,” and not focused on romance and love.

In the second era, though, the characters in the “Islamic novels” became much more real and their stories
more complex. Now the secular figures were not necessarily all bad, and the Islamic ones were more human
—with sins, self-doubts, and love stories. Moreover, criticism was now directed not only to the outsiders but
also to the Islamic camp itself. One of the female authors whose earlier novels idealized “the Islamic way of
life” was now criticizing injustices within the Islamic community, such as misogynist husbands who adopt
mistresses as their “second wives.”32

In short, Islamic literature shifted from “a rhetoric of collective salvation” to “new individualistic
Muslimhoods.”2l And this was directly related to the changing socioeconomic background of the writers and
their readers. The Islamic novels of the 1980s “reflected the experiences of the newcomers to the big cities . .
. people of the lower class.” But in the late 1990s, those people were no longer newcomers; “they had found
modern jobs as engineers, mayors, businessmen and businesswomen.” No wonder that, in this era, the old
“salvation novels” and other “ideological books” did not sell well anymore. What instead had become popular
were books about personal development.22 As pious Muslims entered the urban middle class, in other words,
their understanding of religion became less ideological and more individualistic.

“UppaTING OUR RELIGIOUS UNDERSTANDING”

This changing social landscape, and the acceptance it created for new interpretations of religion soon found
its echo when the AKP, six months after it came to power in late 2002, appointed Ali Bardakoglu as the head
of the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet). An erudite theologian, Bardakog 'lu was willing to infuse the



institution with new dynamism and a new outlook. Symbolically, he dropped the boring black tunic his
predecessors wore and donned a white one with golden leaves, modeled after the Ottoman royal style. In
2004, he spoke about the need for “updating our religious understanding,” according to changing times.
“Except for the basic religious sources,” he said, “we must not adopt religious interpretations from the past
as a model to be taken literally today.”22 The following year, for the first time in Islamic history, he appointed
two women as counselors for mosques in Istanbul and Kayseri.

In 2006, Bardakog lu made news again with another statement: “There cannot be a Hadith that says, “The
best of women are those who are like sheep.’ ”34 This was an introduction to the “Hadith Project” the Diyanet
had launched, in order to create a new Hadith collection that would exclude some of the misogynistic
statements in the classical literature, or at least to put them into their right contexts.23 Hadiths that banned
women from traveling alone, for example, originated “because the desert in the Prophet’s time was too
dangerous for a lone female traveler,” explained Mehmet Gormez, the then-vice president of the Diyanet, who
would replace Bardakoglu in November 2010. “Unfortunately, this temporal concern turned into an ever-
valid religious rule.”26 (The Hadith Project—based at Ankara University’s School of Theology—was still
underway as this book went to press.)

The Turkish critique of the Hadith corpus had actually begun in the 1980s, but it initially lacked any real
support. When a lone radical reformist, Edip Yiksel, challenged the Hadiths and proposed a “Qur’an only”
formula, he was reviled by conservatives and even declared a heretic. But some of Yuksel’s criticisms were
hard to dismiss. In the 1990s, a theologian-turned-televangelist, Yas, ar Nuri Oztiirk, voiced similar criticisms
about the Hadiths and promoted the more progressive “Islam of the Qur’an” versus the “Islam of tradition.”
His unscrupulous alliance with the Kemalists turned off the conservatives, but the notion that “some Hadiths
are really problematic” became increasingly popular.

Criticism of the Hadiths accompanied the rise of feminist ideas in the Islamic camp—again thanks to social
change. When faced with a Hadith depicting women as half-brained creatures whose only duty is to obey their
husbands, a traditional Muslim housewife would have kept quiet. But now a middle-class Muslim woman who
has a degree in economics and perhaps makes more money than her husband could say, “Wait a minute, this
can’t be true.” In other words, the Diyanet’s effort to create a new Hadith literature free of misogyny would
probably have been a nonstarter without the new social status Turkish women achieved with new economic
opportunities.

In fact, even bolder ideas for “updating our religious understanding” developed, beginning in the 1990s, as
theologians at the “Ankara School” emphasized the distinctions between what is historical and what is
religious. Often inspired by the works of Fazlur Rahman, the most prominent “neo-Mutazilite” of the
twentieth century, these scholars not only take a critical look at the Hadiths but also make an argument for
the contextuality of the Qur’an, as opposed to literalism. Their books have taken critical approaches to the
Islamic tradition, offering more rational and liberal interpretations. Among their titles are: The Mutazilite
Interpretation of the Qur'an, The Golden Age of the Mutazilites, Rethinking the Sunna, Rethinking the
Hadiths, The Behind the Scenes of Ideological Hadith-Making, The Road to Individualization, and The
Individual and His Religion.

A growing emphasis on individualism was also very noticeable in the monthly magazine published by the
Diyanet. Some of the articles from the late 2000s include such titles as: “Raising the Self-Governing Believer
of the Open Society,” “The Responsibility of the Individual to Construct His Own Religiosity,” and “A
Liberating Religious Education.” Their author, top Diyanet official Mehmet S evki Aydin, advises parents not
to “impose their religious understanding on their children” and suggests that the believer “should consult
religious authorities but also use his own reasoning . . . and be the active master of his own life.”2?

Perhaps the most worthy defense of freedom by the Diyanet came from Ali Bardakog 'lu in April 2007,
following a tragic incident in which three Christian missionaries were brutally murdered by a group of
Turkish ultranationalists in Eastern Turkey. In a press conference, he denounced the murderers and said, “It
is their [the missionaries’] natural right to preach their faith. We must learn to respect even the personal
choice of an atheist, let alone other religions.”22 Three years later, Bardakog lu also advocated the reopening
of historic Christian churches in Turkey, which had been closed down due to the secular state’s nationalist
biases.2?

For all these views, the new leadership of the Diyanet, and especially the theologians of the Ankara School,
are considered in Turkey to be on the “modernist” side of the theological spectrum. But even some of the
more conservative voices have offered fresh perspectives. Prominent Islamic pundit Ali Bulag, for example,
objected to the second-class dhimmi status that Muslim empires have offered to non-Muslims throughout
Islamic history. This status, he argued, was intended by the Qur’an only for the non-Muslims who initiated
war on Islam but was wrongly extended to all of them. The Islamic ideal, he wrote, should be a social contract
based on equal statuses.89

Another conservative opinion leader, Hayrettin Karaman, professor emeritus of Islamic law and a columnist
for the pro-Islamic daily Yeni s afak, has defended the views that Christians and Jews can be “saved” in the
afterlife; that apostasy from Islam should not be punishable; that Islam rejects “an all-powerful state like that
of the Nazis”; and that the “un-Islamic beliefs and practices” of non-Muslims should be free even in an Islamic
state. He has also opposed the view that the pacifist verses of the Qur’an were abrogated, and argued that



the right Islamic political vision is “not a world in which everybody is a Muslim, but a world in which Muslims
protect all peoples and freedoms.”51

In response to a question about the Islamic legitimacy of a handshake between members of the opposite
sex, from which many conservative Muslims refrain, Karaman gave an answer that indicates the changes in
society:

At the places and times in which there was no custom of handshaking, holding hands between young men
and women was much more likely to have a sexual connotation. The old jurists can be right from that
regard [in opposing this practice]. But today this custom is widespread, it has become natural, and thus
its connection with sexual passion has been weakened. It has even become a necessity.82

The changes in society, in other words, leads to a reconsideration of old religious interpretations.

In 2008, a striking example of this change came from Fethullah Gulen, leader of the largest Islamic
community in Turkey, the “neo-Nurcu” Giilen movement. When asked about spousal abuse, a practice some
orthodox scholars are known to justify occasionally, Glilen gave a quite unexpected answer. “That would be a
reason for divorce,” he said. “Moreover, it might be a good idea for threatened women to learn karate or judo
—so if their husbands hit, they can hit back better.”63

Lessons FRoM TURKEY FOR “REFORM” IN IsL.aM

In all the new ideas and perspectives of Turkish Islam we see a commonality: a more rationalist and
individualistic outlook toward religious texts. In 2004, an Islamic intellectual recognized what this means:
“The Mutazilite perspective is becoming the dominant and widespread mind among today’s Muslims.”% Five
years later, another intellectual noted that the modernizing Muslims of Turkey now wanted to hear about “the
Qur’an and freedom” rather than “the Qur’an and obedience.”82

It is important to note the loose, implicit, and informal nature of this “reform.” The masses are not signing
proclamations saying, “By God, we are now Mutazilites.” Nor has a Muslim Luther nailed a revolutionary
Ninety-five Theses on a mosque door. That scenario, which is more popular in the West than anywhere else,
anticipates a doctrinal change before social change. But what is happening is the exact opposite.

This is an unprecedented experiment with phenomenal implications—not only for Turkey but also for the
whole world of Islam. In its dynamic formative centuries, as we have seen in the earlier chapters, Islam was a
religion driven by merchants and their rational, vibrant, and cosmopolitan mindset. But then the more
powerful classes of the Orient—the landlords, the soldiers, and the peasants—became dominant, and a less
rational and more static mindset began to shape the religion. The more trade declined, the more the Muslim
mind stagnated. In the later stages, with the rise of powerful states such as the Ottoman Empire, modern-
style bureaucrats entered the scene, followed in the nineteenth century by modern-style intellectuals. But
even their valuable efforts to effect change continued as a top-down process in which the majority of the
society remained uninvolved.

What was painfully lacking was a dynamic that would turn the society itself into an agent for change. The
statist and socialist economic models toward which the Muslim world was mistakenly driven in the twentieth
century—along with the political tyrannies of secularists and others—tragically blocked the way.

Only the Gulf states became wealthy thanks to oil money, but wealth wasn’t synonymous with free-market
capitalism. The latter requires opportunity and objective laws. It also requires entrepreneurial individuals
capable of making rational decisions and a well-educated professional workforce that can transform not just
the economy but also the society. These forces can create a more merit-based culture and undermine
patrimonial structures, such as tribal affiliations. The dynamics of capitalism soon demands the contribution
of a female workforce, too, leading to the empowerment of women.

Oil money does none of this. “The wealth of the oil-rich states does not produce positive political change,”
as Fareed Zakaria puts it, and their people remain “substantially as they had been before—uneducated and
unskilled.”8% In other words, you can be an oil-rich sheikh in Riyadh, and drive a Rolls-Royce, yet still remain
tribal in your social relations, continue to keep your wife at home, and arrange a marriage for your daughter
with another sheikh. But if you are a Muslim businessman in Istanbul, constantly battling the dynamic
challenges of the economy, you understand why your daughter wants to study business administration and
make an effort to send her to an American university.

That’s why the seekers of “reform” in Islam need to focus not on authoritarian efforts to “Westernize”
Muslim societies—let alone wars and conquests to “liberate” them—but on supporting two crucial dynamics:
democracy and free markets.

In his 2009 book, Forces of Fortune, Vali Nasr, an Iranian-born American Muslim scholar and an adviser to
the Obama administration, makes a similar case by rightly emphasizing the importance of commerce in laying
the groundwork for liberal democracy in the Muslim world. He cites two countries as successful examples:
Turkey and Dubai.$? Although Dubai is the more glamorous and eye-catching of the two, it is also a tiny city-
state that only emerged a few decades ago. Turkey, on the other hand, has the history and current potential to
become, in the words of American political analyst Graham Fuller, “a pivotal state in the Muslim world.”8

And, well, it is already heading that way.



TurkisH MopEL GOES ABROAD

In May 2009, I flew to Kuala Lumpur, at the invitation of the Malaysia Think Tank, a liberal institution, to
give a talk entitled “Islam and Religious Freedom.” To an audience of Muslim Malays and others, I argued
that anyone who wants to convert from Islam to another religion should be free to do so, since “compulsion in
religion” is against not just the Qur’an but also common sense.

While the reaction from the audience was mostly positive, albeit mixed, the other speaker, a prominent
member of the PAS, the Islamic Party of Malaysia, could agree with me only silently. “I and other reformists in
our party agree with what you said,” he whispered, “but the Erbakanist establishment in the party, who calls
us Erdog anists, are not that open-minded.” Apparently, the philosophical rift between Erbakan and Erdog an
—two iconic names in Turkish politics—had inspired a debate in a Muslim country five thousand miles away.

This is just one of the many examples of a larger phenomenon. The post-Kemalist Turkey of the twenty-first
century has become much more significant for Muslims all around the world. In fact, “many Muslims have
long considered Turkey’s break with its historical and cultural past to be so radical as to make its experience
irrelevant to them,” as Fuller notes. But, “the new face of Turkish Islam, particularly within its evolving
political context, is increasingly intriguing Muslims everywhere.”52

This new Turkey not only offers a successful synthesis of Islam and democratic capitalism. Under the
visionary strategies devised by the AKP’s foreign minister, Ahmet Davutog lu, it also plays constructive roles
in the affairs of the Muslims of the Middle East and even beyond. In a few particular cases—such as Ankara’s
refusal to support the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the U.S.-led UN sanctions vote on Iran in 2010—this
new line of Turkish foreign policy differed from that of Washington, raising eyebrows in America and even
leading to discussions about “who lost Turkey.” In those cases, however, the Turkish government was only
acting pragmatically and in tune with public opinion, further enhancing the country’s prestige in the Middle
East as a democracy.Z? (“Democratic,” some might need to note, doesn’t mean “Washington’s yes-man.”)

This new “Turkish model” was very much in the air in the “Arab spring” of early 2011, during which
longtime dictators of first Tunis and then Egypt were overthrown by public protests. As this book was going
to print, similar protests were shaking other Arab autocracies, such as Libya and Bahrain, and a more
democratic era was apparently at dawn in the Arab world.

And the “Turkish model” is there not because anybody imposed it, but because the success of the AKP’s
post-Islamist liberalism inspired the more open-minded Islamic actors all across the region. In Tunisia, whose
dictatorship very much resembled Kemalist Turkey, with bans on the veil and other Islamic practices, the
leader of the Islamic movement, Rachid Ghannouchi, who is a liberal-minded thinker anyway, openly said his
movement “admire[d] the Turkish case.” ZL A few weeks later, a leader of the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt,
Ashraf Abdel Ghaffar, said that his organization considered “the AKP to be a model for Egypt after [Hosni]
Mubarak.” 22

The Muslim Brotherhood, the mother ship of the Islamist ideology, had gone through some interesting
changes to come to that point—changes that were largely driven by economic change. As French scholar
Olivier Roy, a foremost expert on political Islam, noted, in the 1980s the Brotherhood “claimed to defend the
interests of the oppressed classes and called for state ownership of the economy and redistribution of
wealth.” But then came an “embourgeoisement” period, which pushed the organization toward liberal
economy, and, as a result, “towards reconciliation and compromise.” Ultimately, Roy suggested, the
organization would have to “reckon with a demand for liberty that doesn’t stop with the right to elect a
parliament.” 23

According to Roy, what was really rising in the Middle East was a “post-Islamist generation,” which
included many devout Muslims who understood the secular rules of the democratic game. Because, after
many failed experiments, “the bulk of the former Islamists ha[d] come to the same conclusion of the
generation that founded the Justice and Development Party in Turkey: There is no third way between
democracy and dictatorship.” Z4

Tue Roap AHEAD

Of course, as pivotal as it may become, Turkey cannot alone shape the future of the Muslim world. But what
it can and does do is present an example of a synthesis of Islam, democracy, and capitalism.

Turkey’s more conservative Muslim thinkers still express concern over the country’s unfolding destiny,
which they call “the Protestantization of Islam,” and they foresee it eroding Islamic values. They do have a
point. If Muslims can’t build a new middle-class culture that articulates and revitalizes Islamic values within
the modern context, they indeed can become secularized. But the solution is not clinging to the old and the
static, which is doomed to disappear, but rather embracing the new and the dynamic, and doing so as
Muslims.

This vision is certainly different from that of the Islamists, who pursue a totalitarian dream of an Islamic
state, and even global hegemony for Islam. But it is also different from that of the secularists, in Turkey or in
the West, who wish to see a thoroughly de-Islamized world—and, really, a world without religious values of
any kind.

Yet it is also the vision that is right—and promising. Walter Russell Mead, “America’s premier archeologist
of ideas and their consequences,” is correct when he states:



In the end, when and if Islam makes its peace with the dynamic society, it will do so in the only way
possible. It will not “secularize” itself into a mild form of atheism. It will not blend into a postconfessional
unity religion that sees all religions as being fundamentally the same. Rather, pious Muslims of
unimpeachable orthodoxy, conspicuous virtue, conservative principles, and great passion for their faith
will show the world what dynamic Islam can be. Inspired by their example, vision, and teaching, Muslims
all over the world will move more deeply into the world of their religion even as they find themselves
increasingly at home in a dynamic, liberal, and capitalist world that is full of many faiths and many

cultures.Z2

That is indeed the road ahead. If they want to help, Western powers should support economic progress and
political liberalization in the Muslim world; both strengthen the social forces that push for positive change.
But they should be careful to avoid political confrontations and especially military conflicts, which only
strengthen the reactionary elements. The history of the past two centuries emphatically shows that while
peaceful interactions between the West and Islamdom in cultural and economic arenas have helped further
the cause of liberal Muslims, tensions, clashes, and invasions have always empowered radical ones.

But those liberal Muslims also have much work to do at home. The century-long dominance of the two
opposing yet mutually enhancing ideologies—secularism and Islamism—has constrained the intellectual
appeal of Islamic liberalism. That tradition needs to be revitalized. It needs to go beyond academic works and
become popularized. Muslim societies need to hear more accessible arguments for liberty. They need—to
borrow a term from Sayyid Qutb—some signposts for navigating this long and challenging road.

So, to do my humble part as an ordinary yet concerned Muslim, allow me to offer a few of these in the
following chapters.



PART III
Signposts on the Liberal Road

The most important resource in Islamic thought for recognizing religious liberty lies in [its] basic

doctrine: the very powerful Islamic insight into the greatness of Allah.
—Michael Novak, conservative thinker



CHAPTER NINE
Freedom from the State

Social engineers start on the outside, by first creating political and social systems, and then move inside,
toward the individual. God starts on the inside, by first changing the individual.
—Vincent Cornell, professor of Islamic studiesl

AMONG THE MANY EPISODES from the life of the Prophet Muhammad, two are exceptionally curious.

The first is a short discussion between the Prophet and one of his companions right before the famous
Battle of Badr, which took place in 624, between Medinan Muslims and Meccan pagans. The night before the
battle, the Muslim army had to camp nearby, and the Prophet, as commander in chief, suggested one location.
Yet one of his men, al-Mundhir, felt that staying on higher ground would be preferable. So he walked up to the
Prophet and asked, “O Messenger of God, is your opinion based on a revelation from God, or is it war
tactics?”

“No revelation,” the Prophet replied. “Just war tactics.”

“Then this is not the most strategic place to camp,” al-Mundhir said. He gave advice that the Prophet liked
and followed. It was advice, Muslim tradition holds, that helped win the battle.2

What is interesting about this story is that it illustrates the distinction the early Muslim community made
between God’s revelation and the Prophet’s personal judgment. The latter, apparently, you could dispute—
provided there was a good reason.

The second episode underlines the same principle. Here, reportedly, the Prophet advised his fellow Muslims
about date farming, but his suggestions proved unhelpful. So he declined to offer further advice, saying, “I am
only human. If I ask you to do something concerning religion, then accept it. But if I ask you to do something
on the basis of my personal opinion, then, [remember], I am only human.” 3

From both of these anecdotes, which appear in harmony with the Qur’anic verses that emphasize the
humanness of the Prophet, Muslims can derive two important lessons. First, only God is all-knowing and all-
wise. All human beings, including the messengers of God, can err. Since they are most righteous and they
receive God’s revelation, the messengers still have authority over believers, which is why the Qur’an orders
Muslims to “obey God and His Messenger.” Yet even the messenger of God can be disputed, with all due
respect, when he acts based on his personal judgment and not from direct communication with God.

Second, in a world in which even the Prophet cannot be regarded as an unquestionable authority, nobody
can. The Prophet’s preeminence came from the revelations he received from God, but it is the Islamic
consensus that his death marked the end of all revelation. In the post-Muhammad world, therefore, no one
can be considered to be in direct communion with God, and thus an unquestionable authority for Muslims. In
the post-Muhammad world, in other words, no one legitimately can claim to establish “rule by God,” or a
theocracy.

Tueocracy? WHAT THEOCRACY?

To Sunni Muslims, the assertion that there has been no divinely guided human being since the Prophet
should not be news—it is part of their consensus. The Sunni tradition holds that only the first four successors
of the Prophet, the Rightly Guided Caliphs, possessed special wisdom and piety. But their age is long gone.
Moreover, the fact that the Muslim community was drawn into a civil war during this exemplary period
suggests that too much idealization of it is unrealistic. Later caliphs were even less reassuring. Most were
corrupt and impious men whose excesses could be kept in check only by the moral authority of the Shariah.
Some of them appropriated pompous titles, such as “the Shadow of God on Earth,” but these were post-
Qur’anic myths created for political motives.

In short, it is quite hard to create a theocracy based on the Sunni tradition. (The Sunni ideal is rather a
“nomocracy”’—i.e., a polity based on rule of law, the latter being the Shariah.)2 No wonder those who aspired
for theocracy in the Sunni world have found a basis for it only in another post-Qur’anic myth—that of the
Mahdi, the Islamic version of the Jewish Messiah. But Mahdi movements are rare exceptions in Islamic
history, certainly not the norm.8

On the other hand, Shiites are more prone to theocracy, for they believe in an unbroken chain of divinely
guided imams and the ayatollahs (tokens of God) who assume authority in the former’s absence. Even so, it
took the doctrinal invention of Grand Ayatollah Khomeini to turn the religious authority of the ayatollahs into
political authority. Consequently, the Islamic Republic of Iran he founded is partly theocratic because it
accepts “a guardianship of the Islamic jurists” over elected politicians. But other Shiite authorities, such as
the revered Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani of Iraq, reject this Iranian invention, modestly limiting their
“guardianship” to religious matters.

The big question for Islamic politics, therefore, is not whether the umma should accept theocratic rulers.
Few Muslims believe in the existence of such men who can speak on behalf of God. But a larger number of
Muslims do believe in something else: an Islamic form of government. This, they believe, is a state based on
the “system” that Islam supposedly ordains, which they hope will answer the problems plaguing Muslim
societies. But is there really such a thing?



AN Istamic ForMm oF GOVERNMENT?

For starters, the Qur’an clearly does not include a definition of government. It repeatedly counsels believers
to obey the Prophet, who was the head of the Muslim community, but it does not specify what would happen
once the Prophet was gone. One verse merely says, “Obey . . . those in authority from among you,” but it
doesn’t specify who these people will be and how they will come to power.Z Another oft-mentioned Qur’anic
concept is shura, (mutual consultation), which means that Muslims should listen to each other’s views, but it
is, again, not specific.2

In other words, the Muslim scripture is almost silent on the fundamental issues of politics. In the words of a
Muslim scholar, it instead gives the impression that “matters concerning political rule and administration
[are] not considered to be within the purview of divine revelation.”?

Moreover, as Muslim tradition holds, the Prophet also was silent about political theory. On his deathbed, he
left neither a political heir nor even an institution like a church to help the community govern in his absence.
His famous Farewell Sermon ends with a very modest declaration of heritage: “I leave for you the Qur’an,” he
simply said, “you shall uphold it.” (The two other versions of this sentence add to the Qur’an either the
“Tradition” or the “Family” of the Prophet—terms that respectively, and clearly, reflect the Sunni and Shiite
perspectives. Yet, even in these versions, there is still no reference to any political entity that the Prophet left
behind.)

So, when the Prophet died in the summer of 632, the Muslim community had no political blueprint to follow.
So the elders of the community sat down and discussed what to do. They, not too surprisingly, did their
reasoning within the political norms of their time and milieu. Finally, in line with the Arab custom of having
tribal chieftains, they decided to elect one of their group, Abu Bakr, as the new head of the Muslim
community.

Thus was born the institution known as the caliphate. It was a temporal body created by humans according
to historic conditions. It was certainly based on Islamic norms—reflected in the belief that the caliph must
rule with piety, justice, and righteousness. But it was also based on the circumstances of seventh-century
Arabia. Had those earliest Muslims been citizens of an Athenian democracy, perhaps they would have created
an assembly, not just a single leader, informed by Islamic norms.

Yet still, a few centuries after its founding, the caliphate came to be regarded by some Muslims as a
requirement of Islam, rather than as a temporal institution to govern Muslims. The scholar who first made the
argument for a caliphate as a necessity of religion was al-Ashari, who, as mentioned earlier, was one of the
founding fathers of the Traditionist school and a strong critic of the Rationalist one.l2 Another Traditionist
scholar, al-Mawardi, further developed the idea and theorized an Islamic form of government structured
around the caliphate.

Meanwhile, the Rationalist school had a less statist attitude. Some Mutazilites had argued that a
government was not a religious obligation, and if every individual complied with the law, justice and peace
would prevail even without a state.ll Others said that a government was necessary—but out of rational
considerations, not religious rulings.

Yet, as we also saw in the earlier chapters, the Traditionist side dominated mainstream Islam, along with
the idea that the caliphate is a part of the religion. As a consequence, the idea that Islam is inseparable from
the state became a commonly held Muslim attitude.

A GrosaL CaLPHATE (OF GOLD AND SILVER)

Debate on the caliphate reopened only in the twentieth century, particularly after 1924, when Turkish ruler
Mustafa Kemal Atatlirk abolished the Ottoman caliphate. I criticized this decision in earlier chapters, for it led
to a vacuum of authority in the Muslim world, opening the way to various forms of Islamism. Yet this is a
political evaluation. Religiously speaking, the abolition of the caliphate was not an offense, for it was not a
religiously required institution in the first place, as argued persuasively first by Seyyid Bey in the Turkish
parliament and later by Ali Abdel al-Razik at Al-Azhar University in Cairo.12

Seyyid Bey, a professor of Islamic jurisprudence, argued that the caliphate—unlike Catholicism’s papacy,
which is “religious and spiritual”—was a political institution and as such could be replaced by a popularly
elected government. (He also claimed: “Islam is a pro-liberty religion in law as in knowledge and sciences.”)13

In his notable book Who Needs an Islamic State?, contemporary Muslim thinker Abdelwahab El-Affendi also
criticizes the idea of a caliphate as a religiously required institution. “The Caliphate was not an end in itself,”
he reminds us, “but a means to an end, which is the achievement of justice and the preservation of the
nation.”14 The Traditionist scholars who idealized the caliphate, El-Affendi argues, had simply confused the
means with the end. Moreover, they regarded the “ad hoc decisions” made by the early caliphs “as precedents
with normative significance.”12

Contemporary Islamists not only preserve the same misconception—that Islam provides a blueprint for a
state—but they also make it the very core of their political program. They see the caliphate as a religious
obligation and declare its reestablishment as their main goal. As a model, they look not at the more recent
Ottoman caliphate but the “original” one—created in seventh-century Arabia. The result is a radical utopia
aimed at restoring the political conditions of that time and milieu.

Alas, there’s even a push to bring back the social and economic conditions. One of the greatest champions



of the “global caliphate” cause, the UK-based Hizb ut-Tahrir, “a political party whose ideology is Islam,”
proudly states the following on its website:

It is the duty of the Khilafah State to make its currency in gold and silver, and to work on the basis of gold
and silver, as it was during the time of the Messenger of Allah.16

With the same line of reasoning, one could argue that a caliphate state, “as it was during the time of the
Messenger of Allah,” should operate on the basis of horses and camels—and not cars, trains, planes, and
other innovations of the “infidels.” One could also argue that this state, “as it was during the time of the
Messenger of Allah,” should arrange its communications on the basis of personal couriers and homing
pigeons—and not phones or the Internet. Never mind the fact that the Hizb ut-Tahrir folks themselves most
probably use cars, trains, and planes, and, quite obviously, the Internet.

The nonsense of such reasoning is all too obvious. At its core lies the fundamental mistake of the Islamists:
They don’t realize that what they call “the Islamic state” was nothing but the political experience of the
earlier generations of Muslims. That experience was informed by Islam, for sure, but it was also shaped by
the temporal realities of the centuries in which they lived.

The right question, then, is: What should be the political experience of the Muslims of the twenty-first
century?

We should not look for an imagined “Islamic state,’
puts it, “a state for Muslims.”Z

7

in other words. We should instead seek, as El-Affendi

EmBRraciNG DEMocRACY—AND EVEN A SECULAR ONE

Once we start looking for “a state for Muslims,” we will soon end up with a commonsense solution. Since no
particular Muslim can claim to have theocratic authority, and since there are all sorts of Muslims with diverse
views, ideas, and aspirations, the only system that will be fair to all would be one that would include all of
them in the political process: a democracy, as Muslim thinker al-Farabi envisioned a millennium ago.18

Yet a fundamental question remains: Should the legal system of this “democratic state for Muslims” be
based on the Shariah?

At first glance, this question is meaningless, for if a state is democratic, its legislators are free to adopt any
legal tradition that they deem appropriate. If they want to incorporate elements of Roman law, let’s say, that’s
fine, they can do it. If they want to legislate in line with the Shariah, again, that’s fine. Its logic would not be
too different from the reasoning used in some states of the United States to support capital punishment—that
it is “the law of God.”

However, incorporating elements of “the law of God” via a democratic process is one thing, enacting it as
official doctrine is another. In the latter case, the system will cease to be democratic for two reasons. First,
not everyone wishes to live under “the law of God.” Even the most conservative Muslim societies include
secular citizens and non-Muslims, who would prefer other laws. Second, not everyone agrees on a definition
of “the law of God.” The Shariah has always had many different interpretations, and the number of these
interpretations has risen today with the advent of more modernist schools. So, whenever a state decides to
make the Shariah its official legal code, it inevitably will opt for one of its many possible interpretations and
dismiss all others. And, in that case, “the law of God” will cease to be the law of God. It will simply be the law
of men—ones who are self-righteous and arrogant enough to claim to know the mind of God.

Thus, a “democracy based on the Shariah” will be neither a democracy nor based on the Shariah. It will be
an authoritarian state that imposes its own version of the Shariah, which inevitably will serve its own
subjective and earthly purposes. (Or it will lead to tensions and clashes among Muslims who believe in
different versions of the Shariah. A case study for this was Pakistan’s ill-fated attempt at “the Islamization of
laws,” which led to internal conflict because the various religious factions could not reach consensus on what
the true Islamic law is.)12

Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na‘im, a Sudanese-born professor of law at Emory University, has pinned down the
problem well. “Enforcing a [Shariah] through coercive power of the state negates its religious nature,” he
notes, “because Muslims would be observing the law of the state and not freely performing their religious
obligation as Muslims.”22 Hence, he argues, the best state for Muslims is a secular state that will allow people
to “be a Muslim by conviction and free choice, which is the only way one can be a Muslim.”21

At this point, perhaps we should note the big difference between a secular state and a secularist one. The
former is a state that is neutral to religion and respects the right of its citizens to live by their faith. A
secularist state, on the other hand, is hostile to religion and wants to curb its influence in public life, and even
in the lives of individual citizens.22 It is hard to reconcile Islam—or any other religion, for that matter—with
secularist states. But why should Muslims not be content with secular ones that respect religious freedom?

SuHARIAH WiTHOUT ISLAMISM

The objection to the question above might come from a perceived conflict between the secular state and
two important notions toward which many Muslims feel sympathetic: “political Islam” and the Shariah. Let’s
look at them one at a time.

In the past few decades, the term political Islam has become quite controversial, and even infamous, for
good reason: It has been dominated by the Islamists, whose goal is the creation of a totalitarian “Islamic



state.” But in fact, there can well be a political Islam whose goal is just to represent and defend Islamic values
within the rules of a democracy. Some core values of Islam—such as justice, rights, and family values—clearly
have political implications, and Muslims are absolutely justified to advance them via political means such as
parties.

Dr. An-Na‘im agrees, noting that “separation of Islam and state,” which is necessary, is not the same thing
as “separation of Islam and politics.”23 The difference here is similar to the one between a Communist state,
which takes Marxism as its official ideology, and a democratic state under which a Communist party exists as
a part of the democratic game. The same game would also allow different versions of political Islam. In such a
democratic system, for example, there could well be a “Liberal Islamic Party” that finds classical liberalism
and its free economy more compatible with the Islamic values it aspires to uphold. Another political party
could be named the “Socialist Islamic Party,” which could defend a more state-governed economy. Both could
claim that their programs would serve Islamic values (and society) better, and voters could then decide which
one sounded more promising.

The Shariah, too, can be separated from the state and exist in the civil sphere as a guide for conservative
Muslims who wish to organize their lives according to it—just as has been done by the Orthodox Jews who
have long been living according to the Halakha, their religious code, in Western countries.

One good case study is the United Kingdom—which is practically, if not technically, a secular state, and also
a very liberal one. In late 2008, the government officially allowed the establishment of Shariah courts to deal
with matters of family law and make legally binding decisions if parties agreed. In just a year, more than
eighty Shariah courts were opened throughout the country, and thousands of British Muslims, mostly
immigrants, appealed to them on matters of marriage, divorce, and inheritance.

Of course, some elements of the classical Shariah, such as corporal punishments for crimes, are not
applicable in this British system. So be it. Other aspects of the Shariah, such as matters relating to slavery,
are also inapplicable, a reality that Muslims have almost unanimously accepted, acknowledging that times
simply have changed. In fact, some of the laws were deemed inapplicable as early as the time of Caliph Umar,
just several years after the Prophet’s death, simply because conditions that had led to enactment of those
rulings in the first place had changed.?? It is inevitable that the modern context will enforce even greater
changes in the Shariah.

The critical point here is the assurance that adhering to the Shariah is a voluntary choice. Those British
Muslims who appeal to the Shariah courts are following the dictate of their conscience—not the dictates
imposed by the government or “religious police.” Other British Muslims who don’t appeal to the same courts
are also following the dictates of their conscience. If I were living in the United Kingdom, I, too, would skip
the guidance of the Shariah courts, for the Traditionist schools to which they subscribe don’t conform to my
less literalist understanding of Islamic law.

All these different approaches are valid, because there is no one who can authoritatively invalidate them.
The Murjiites (Postponers) of first-century Islam were right; we cannot know for sure whose interpretation of
Islam is right or wrong, so we have to “postpone” the ultimate decision to the afterlife, to be given by God. We
can only modestly follow the interpretation that we find most convincing. “You can say my school is most
righteous,” as Turkish Islamic thinker Said Nursi famously put it, “but you cannot say it is the only righteous
one.”

ENTER THE “Istamizep Unitep Kingpom™

However, contemporary Islamists want to impose their own interpretations of the Shariah on all other
Muslims and, alas, even on non-Muslims. In Britain, a fringe group called “Islam for the UK” swears that it
will “Islamize” the whole United Kingdom. It advocates such boldly outlandish steps as adding minarets to the
Houses of Parliament. A rant on the group’s website, titled “Trafalgar Square under the Shari‘ah,” vows to
destroy all the great statues in that historic London plaza. “Under the Shari‘ah,” the site also explains nicely,
“all harmful intoxicants will be banned unequivocally,” apparently referring to alcoholic drinks and drugs.22

The totalitarian dream expressed here goes beyond even tradition. Most classical scholars have
acknowledged that the Shariah is mainly a law for Muslims, and therefore most of its limitations do not hold
for others. The eighth-century Hanafi scholar al-Shaybani, author of an authoritative work on the rights of
non-Muslims under Islamic rule, insisted that non-Muslims were free to trade in wine and pork in their own
towns, although these were deemed illegal for Muslims.26 Hence, Muslim states such as the Ottoman Empire
had taverns operated by non-Muslims serving alcohol exclusively (at least in theory) to non-Muslims.

The triumphalism of the radical Islamists, then, seems to be a modern invention. It also seems to stem not
from a religious motive to serve but from a political motive to dominate. “Authoritarianism,” as British Muslim
Ziauddin Sardar puts it, “is intrinsic in much of what masquerades as ‘Islamic ideology’ in contemporary
times.”2Z This authoritarianism is very much linked to the contempt that those on the fringes of modernity
feel toward its elites. It is no accident that groups like Islam for the UK are formed by Muslim immigrants in
European countries who feel alienated from and looked down upon by their host societies. These immigrants
are “culturally uprooted,” for they feel a part of neither the countries they came to nor the ones they came
from .28 Such “disaffected city dwellers” have always been prone to radical ideologies—often various forms of
the radical Left—and have shown “hostility to the city, with its image of rootless, arrogant, greedy, decadent,
frivolous cosmopolitanism.”22 The result is often a burning desire to defeat, dominate, and then radically



transform the society that seems so corrupt.

In other words, although radical Islamists often claim, and probably believe, that all their triumphalism is
rooted in their zeal to serve God, it might well be rooted in their sociopsychological issues—and, probably,
their mere egos. For the implicit subtext of their ideology is that they are the most righteous people on earth,
and thus they deserve to rule over all others. If the whole world gets “Islamized,” the result will be, as one
militant quite candidly put it, that “Muslims will win . . . and rule the whole world.”39

The more Muslim thing to do, perhaps, is to be more modest, and to acknowledge the right of others to be
different. The Qur’an promotes such tolerance by ordering Muslims to say to others: “Unto you your religion,
and unto me my religion.”31 The best political system that will allow all this pluralism to coexist is a political
system that will not be defined by any creed but will set all of them free. It is, in other words, a secular state
—not too unlike the original Medina city-state that the Prophet Muhammad founded on the basis of equality
with Jews.32

Accepting the secular state will allow Muslims not only to follow Islam in the way they genuinely believe but
also to eliminate endless discussions over the ideal “Islamic state” and its systems, like the “Islamic
economy”’—a very recent invention.22 For example, there remains disagreement among Muslims about
whether accepting interest, a fundamental feature of modern banking, is the same thing as the usury (riba)
that the Qur’an denounces. In a free economy, such a disagreement is fine, because those Muslims who
disapprove of interest can opt for “interest-free banking,” whereas others who don’t see a problem with it can
work with conventional banks. (This is the situation in Turkey today.) But if you try to replace a free economy
with an “Islamic” one that you construct according to your own subjective interpretation, then you will first
create conflict, and later, if you triumph, tyranny.

Accepting the secular state could also help Muslims focus on what is really important. Islamic movements
have lost too much time, and caused too much tension, in the twentieth century with their endless quest for
systems based on Islam. What they should have focused on instead was advancement of Islam’s faith and
culture—through arts and sciences, evangelism and advocacy, education, charity, and the media. All these can
be carried out by individuals and communities without backup from a state. In fact, they are almost always
done better without state involvement—as the American experience proves.

What Muslims really need from the state, in other words, is not religion but freedom of religion.



CHAPTER TEN
Freedom to Sin

But then what is virtue, if not the free choice of what is good?
—Alexis de Tocquevillel

IMAGINE THAT I am sitting on a bench in a quiet park, on a beautiful day, in an overwhelmingly Muslim country.
Let’s say there are other people around who are also relaxing in the same park. When the time comes for
afternoon prayer, the nearby mosque raises the call for prayer. Everyone in the park, including me, heads to
the mosque. Only one man remains sitting on his park bench.

Now, what would happen if I threw disapproving looks at that man? Or if I went even further and mumbled
to other mosque-goers: “Huh, look at that impious guy, he’s ignoring the call for prayer.”

Chances are that the man would feel pressured to go to the mosque. Perhaps the next time the call for
prayer sounded he would join everyone else in the mosque to avoid public censure.

If this hypothetical country were Saudi Arabia, the pressure this man would feel could be heavier and more
direct. If members of the religious police were around, they could scold the man for skipping the prayer and
push him to the mosque to catch up with the service.

In both scenarios, the man in question is forced to pray by the dictate of either the society or the
government, not his own conscience. And if he succumbs to these pressures, then he will be praying out of a
concern for image, rather than a sincere wish to worship God.

But is this what God really wants from Muslims? Quite simply, no. A passage in the Qur’an specifically
addresses this issue. “Woe to those who do prayer,” it reads, “those who show off.”2 In other words, God
deplores worshipping for the sake of appearance. Worship should be solely for the sake of worship.

Coercion not only fails to lead to such sincere religiosity; it even blocks the way. If the man in our story
were not coerced by anyone to go to the mosque, he would have a better chance eventually to find his own
way to godliness. Perhaps he would be impressed by the piety of the people around him, and think about it. In
fact, he certainly would be much more impressed if those mosque-goers smiled at him rather than giving him
nasty looks. Respect is always more attractive than contempt.

This is just common sense. But it also is Qur’anic wisdom, reflected by verses such as, “There is no
compulsion in religion,”2 or this one: “If your Lord had willed, surely all those who are in the earth would
have believed, all of them; will you then force men till they become believers?” £

Why, then, do some Muslim societies have a strong tendency toward “compulsion in religion”? Why do the
Saudis employ the Mutawwa’in and the Iranians the Basij—official security forces whose job is to stroll the
streets and punish any “impious” behavior they see?

CommanDpING RigHT, ForsipDING WRONG

To be fair, neither the Saudi nor the Iranian religious police are entirely devoid of an Islamic justification.
There is indeed a specific concept in the Qur'an to which they, and other authoritarian-minded Muslims,
routinely refer: “commanding right and forbidding wrong.” The Qur’an presents this as an obligation for
Muslims: “From among you there should be a party who invite to good and enjoin what is right and forbid the
wrong.”2 Several other verses call for the same duty. Scholars of the Shariah have expanded the idea over
time and created detailed rules about how piety must be imposed on fellow Muslims who fail to be pious
enough.

The world learned more about all this, with shock but not much awe, when Afghanistan fell under the rule
of the Taliban, who, immediately after capturing Kabul in 1996, established a Department for the Propagation
of Virtue and the Prohibition of Vice. Its militias soon started to ban and destroy everything they deemed
sacrilegious—including wines and spirits, VCRs and cassette players, and even kites and chessboards. All-
enveloping burgas were imposed on women, and long beards became obligatory for men.

The Taliban represent an extreme case, of course. Most things that they deem haram (illicit) would be just
fine for many other Muslims. Even the most conservative Muslims in Turkey would find a headscarf and a
long skirt sufficiently modest for females and certainly would see nothing wrong with flying kites or playing
chess. The Taliban’s list of bans and obligations, in other words, is just too long for most other Muslims.

But the length of the list of religious injunctions is not the only issue. Is it ever right to impose those
injunctions on a fellow Muslim? If one Muslim sees another drinking wine, or skipping prayer, as the man in
the park did, does he have the right to intervene? Is such behavior justified or even required under the
Qur’anic obligation of “commanding right and forbidding wrong”?

Traditionally, yes, the Qur’an was interpreted in this way. But the Qur’an is far from being specific on what
to command and what to forbid, and its earliest interpretations were much more modest and limited in the
scope that they attributed to the obligation.8

For example, Abu al-Aliya, an early commentator on the Qur’an, argued that the verse that specifies
“commanding right” was simply “calling people from polytheism to Islam.” The parallel duty, “forbidding
wrong,” he believed, was all about “forbidding the worship of idols and devils.”Z

There is, of course, a huge difference between calling people to accept the basic tenets of a faith and
imposing on them that faith along with all its detailed rules. And the early interpretation of the duty—which



we can safely consider as the more authentic interpretation—had apparently focused on calling rather then
imposing. Yet, as time went by, and as the Sunni orthodoxy crystallized, the scope of “commanding right” and
“forbidding wrong” expanded more and more. Writing two centuries after Abu al-Aliya, the famous scholar
Tabari argued “that ‘commanding right’ refers to all that God and His Prophet have commanded, and
‘forbidding wrong’ to all that they have forbidden.”® Tabari had clearly realized that if the scope of the duty
was “restricted to enjoining belief in God and His Prophet, then it [would have] nothing to do with reproving
other Muslims for drinking, wenching and making music.”2

It was, in other words, not the Qur’an’s clear injunction but the preference of interpreters such as Tabari to
reprove other Muslims for activities such as drinking, wenching, and making music. (The last one was not
declared illicit in the Qur’an, by the way, but rather by the scholars who constantly expanded the list of bans.)
The willingness to enact punishments for supposedly illicit behavior grew gradually, and Traditionist scholars
such as the great Imam al-Ghazali listed sanctions for almost all forms of perceived sinful behavior.12
VIRTUE UNDER TYRANNY?

This inflation of sanctions was part of the general tendency toward strictness and rigorism that emerged in
the third century of Islam, as we saw in chapter 4. It was also the product of an age in which the idea of
individual freedom was little noticed and was overshadowed by the will to enforce the creation of a pious
society.

In fact, other verses of the Qur’an could have prevented medieval scholars from expanding the verses about
“commanding right” and “forbidding wrong” into a system of coercion. One such verse is the oft-quoted
“There is no compulsion in religion.”! Some scholars from the Rationalist camp did focus on this verse,
arguing that in this world—which they defined as an Abode of Trial in which God tests men—people should be
free to make their own religious choices. But this liberal attitude remained marginalized, and the “no
compulsion” verse attracted little attention among classical scholars.12

That medieval lack of focus on liberty was unfortunate but also understandable. The idea of individual
freedom was seldom emphasized in any premodern society. Hence, until fairly recently, the idea that a pious
society can be created and preserved through coercion did not appear terribly wrong to most believers,
including those in the West. As late as the mid-nineteenth century, popes were still condemning religious
freedom as “a heresy that no Catholic can accept.”12 In 1927, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld a law
against professional basketball on Sunday, ruling that it was an “unholy activity that defiled the Christian
Sabbath.”14 In the same era, America was trying the “Noble Experiment” (the prohibition of alcohol), which
proved that imposing virtue via the state’s coercive powers not only fails but also creates other problems,
such as the black market and organized crime.

The Muslim world needed to come to a similar conclusion in the modern age, but the Islamist movement did
the opposite—not just preserving the classical interpretation of “commanding right” and “forbidding wrong”
but also pushing it to new extremes. Classical scholars had at least acknowledged the privacy of homes, a
right strongly guarded in the Qur’an.12 The Islamists, though, paid little attention to privacy and advocated a
much more concerted and systematic effort to command and forbid, “something like industrial planning.”18

Meanwhile, though, Muslim societies in the modern world have moved in the exact opposite direction. As
Muslims grew more individualistic, their reaction to repression came not as acceptance but defiance. The
Iranian author of a popular book advocating the duty of “commanding right and forbidding wrong” complains
about this widespread resistance. The duty inevitably means interfering in other people’s affairs, he says, but
“people with their heads stuffed full of Western ideas don’t like it.”1Z

Those “Western ideas” are not exclusively Western but rather universally modern—they emerge from the
strengthening sense of individualism, which is a product of wider literacy, education, technology, and
exposure to other cultures. In medieval times, only a tiny group of Muslim elites, such as the Mutazilites, had
the chance to find a library to study foreign philosophies. Now, almost everyone can do that—it just takes an
Internet connection. The world now has many individuals who have both the mindset to think independently
and the means to act accordingly.

Such individuals not only dislike coercion but respond in rebellious ways. Some upper-class Iranians and
Saudis, for example, are famous for flying to European capitals to indulge in wild nightlife. When they return
home, they may appear to be pious, continuing to condemn what the regime considers as sin, but all the while
they may be continuing to sin in secret. Private drinking and pornography are common examples of this.
Reportedly, the obsessive seclusion of women in Saudi Arabia even has led to lesbianism.18

What coercion produces, in other words, is not genuine piety but hypocrisy—something the Qur’an
considers to be worse than disbelief. Perhaps this is not a big problem for the regimes that I mentioned, for
they seem more concerned about how people appear. The Saudi regime especially takes great pride in, and
justifies itself by, not allowing any “un-Islamic” practice on its soil. From this political perspective, a puritan
demeanor might be good enough, but from a religious perspective, what should matter most is what people
have in their hearts.

And that’s why Muslims need to reconsider how we interpret “commanding right” and “forbidding wrong”
in today’s world.

SIN VERSUS CRIME



Let us go back to the story of the man in the park. Most of us would agree that he should be left alone with
his choice of not praying, despite realizing that, by abstaining from daily prayer, as a Muslim he would be
committing a sin. But what if we saw that he was hitting a child, or trying to start a fire in that park? We
would be more than justified in trying to stop him, for he would be committing a crime.

Instinctively, then, we understand that sin and crime are two different things. The former is about the
violation of the individual’s responsibility to God. The latter is about the violation of his responsibility to other
individuals. Most crimes, such as murder, theft, and fraud, are also sins according to most religions, including
Islam, but this overlap should not blur the basic difference between the two categories.

Traditionally Islamic scholars have also made this distinction by separating “the rights of God” from “the
rights of men.” As a Muslim, if I do not fast during Ramadan, for example, then I am disobeying God and
violating His “rights” over me. If I refuse to repay a debt to my neighbor, though, it not only is a sin but also is
a violation of his property rights.

Although this distinction was made in classical Islam, the scholars of the Shariah enacted punishments for
both violations, according to the duty of “commanding right” and “forbidding wrong.” But what does the
Qur’an, the core of Islam, say (or at least hint) about this?

The answer is quite interesting. The Qur’an bans gambling, usury, and intoxicants and forbids eating
carrion, blood, pork, and animals sacrificed to idols. It also orders Muslims to perform certain duties, such as
daily prayers, fasting during the month of Ramadan, a pilgrimage to Mecca once in a lifetime, and giving alms
(zakat) to the poor.

Violating any of these bans, or failing to perform any of the duties without good reason, would be a sin—
which is serious, because it may bring punishment in the world to come. But in this world, the Qur’an
prescribes no punishment at all for the sins mentioned above.

It does, however, specify punishments (hudud) for four specific sins: theft, brigandage, calumnious
accusation of adultery, and adulteryl? The penalties are all corporal, which is quite understandable, given the
milieu in which the Qur’an was revealed—a desert-based tribal society with no correctional facilities. Today,
though, we can interpret these penalties less literally, as some modernist theologians are already arguing.

Yet what is crucial for us at this point is the nature not of the penalties but of the sins for which they stand.
Here is the curious point: These four punishable sins are categorically different from the other ones that the
Qur’an leaves unpunished. For, in these four cases, not just the rights of God but also the rights of men are
violated. Someone, in other words, gets wronged.

This is quite obvious in the first three cases—theft, brigandage, and calumnious accusation of adultery, so
we should take a closer look at adultery (zina). Traditionally, Muslim scholars tended to consider adultery as
any form of sex between unmarried persons. But a rereading of the Qur’an suggests that the term might be
limited to extramarital sex—which is “cheating” on a spouse, and thus hurtful to a second person.2? There is
another Qur’anic term, after all, for sexual indecency in general (fahsha), and although the Qur’an denounces
that as sin, that does not prescribe a specific punishment for it.

If this interpretation is true—that the Qur’an penalizes extramarital sex but not the premarital kind2l—then
we can safely reach a remarkable conclusion: The Qur’an only penalizes crimes that are violations of the
rights of men. The consequences of sins, which are violations of the rights of God, are left to God, to be dealt
with in the afterlife.22

And this makes it possible to argue, with Islamic justification, for “freedom to sin.”

VIRTUE UNDER FREEDOM

“Freedom to sin” might be an appalling concept for some Muslims, but it is gaining acceptance in Turkey. In
2008, Dr. Ali Bardakog lu, the top cleric as the head of Turkey’s Directorate of Religious Affairs, said on TV:
“We, as the Directorate, communicate the known rules of Islam. It is free to observe or not to observe them,
no one has the right to interfere.”23 Other Turkish figures, including the minister of culture, a popular
theologian, and a female Muslim pundit have also publicly defended the freedom to sin.24

The reasoning behind their recognition of this freedom is purely theological. The Qur’an teaches that, in the
afterlife, God will judge the life led by every individual in this world. It is the responsibility of the individual to
obey God’s commandments and refrain from actions that He prohibits. But all individuals quite often will fail
this test, so the Qur’an calls on them to repent and to appeal to God’s forgiveness. It also says that the test
goes on for life, and no sin, no matter how deadly, cuts it short. “If God had destroyed men for their iniquity,
He would not leave on the earth a single creature,” says one verse. “But He respites [postpones] them till an
appointed time.”25 Since this “appointed time” is assigned to each person by God, it would be wrong to
interfere in any individual’s life and shorten or terminate his test.

Of course, Muslims can—and, according to the Qur’an, should—preach the faith and encourage fellow
Muslims to be more pious. The Qur’an indeed praises those who “believe and do good, and enjoin on each
other truth, and enjoin on each other patience.”26 But enjoining the truth is one thing and imposing it is
another. The latter is useless, counterproductive, and tyrannical.

Religious virtue, in other words, should be sought under the umbrella of freedom. It should not be the job of
Muslims to forcefully prevent people from sin—with methods such as banning alcohol, closing down bars, or
enforcing a particular dress code. Their job should be to invite people to refrain from sin and then let them
make their own decisions.



One could even argue that the means to commit sin should be available, so that the world will remain an
Abode of Trial, where people are tested by God. In a country where alcohol is forbidden, for example, there is
no chance for Muslims to prove they are observant by freely choosing to abstain from it. A particular verse in
the Qur’an may be illuminating in this regard. This verse specifies that Muslims should not hunt any animal
during the time of pilgrimage. Then it says, “God will test you with game animals which come within the
reach of your hands and spears, so that God will know those who fear Him in the unseen.”2Z One can infer
that the existence of the means to sin, “within the reach of your hands,” is the very medium in which the fear
of God will be tested—and proved.

Replacing the fear of God with the fear of state or community would only be an obstacle to heartfelt piety.
Everyone should have freedom from both the state and the society, in other words, to have genuine religiosity.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Freedom from Islam

If your Lord had pleased, surely all those who are on the earth would have believed, all of them; will you

then force men till they become believers?
—Qur’an 10:99, Shakir translation

IN MARCH 2006, a modest Afghan citizen named Abdul Rahman made global headlines with an unpleasant story.
The poor man was on the verge of execution for the “crime” of converting from Islam to Christianity. His
prosecutors, who called him a “microbe,” were pretty straightforward in their indictment: “He should be cut
off and removed from the rest of Muslim society, and should be killed.”X The court, which did not hesitate to
agree, gave Abdul Rahman three days to rethink and recant. If he still insisted on apostasy, he would be
sentenced to a public hanging.

Miraculously, Abdul Rahman survived. Under heavy pressure from foreign governments, the court returned
his case to prosecutors, citing “investigative gaps.” Meanwhile, he was released from prison and escaped to
Italy, where he was granted asylum.

This infamous story, however, was just the tip of an iceberg. As noted in a 2008 report by a Christian
human-rights organization, “apostates from Islam to another religion suffer a host of serious abuses from
their families, communities and nations.”2 These renegade Muslims may well face the death penalty in
countries such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Sudan, and other forms of oppression in many other Muslim
societies.3

The reason for this systemic violation of religious freedom is, unfortunately, religious. Most classical schools
of the Shariah consider apostasy from Islam a crime punishable by death. A Hadith attributed to the Prophet
Muhammad is quite clear on this: “If somebody [among Muslims] discards his religion, kill him.”4 The
implication is that Islam is a religion with free entry but no free exit.

For this reason, some Muslim countries have had difficulty accepting the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR), adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1948. Among its provisions is the “freedom to
change [one’s] religion or belief.” Spokesmen for Saudi Arabia, in particular, have consistently opposed this
clause, noting that it “might be interpreted as giving missionaries and proselytizers a free rein.”2

As an alternative to this “free rein,” the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), of which all Muslim-
majority states are members, adopted in 1990 a Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Islam. It
denounced efforts “to exploit [one’s] poverty or ignorance in order to convert him to another religion, or to
atheism.” Deserting Islam was not welcome nor was calling for its desertion.

The disparity between the UDHR and the “Islamic” version still exists, and this thorny issue of apostasy is
the biggest obstacle to resolution. It even has led some conservative Muslims to condemn the UDHR as evil.
Grand Ayatollah Khamenei, the supreme leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, for example, denounced it as
“mumbo jumbo by disciples of Satan.” He explained his reasoning explicitly: “When we want to find out what
is right and what is wrong, we do not go to the United Nations, we go to the Holy Qur’an.”$

I have to admit that, as a Muslim, I can understand why the grand ayatollah put the Word of God above a
declaration of men. I just don’t understand why he dismissed the possibility that there might be no
contradiction between the two.

REevISITING APOSTASY

Yes, there might be no contradiction between the modern idea of religious freedom and the Qur’an, for the
latter includes nothing that penalizes apostasy. It threatens apostates and other unbelievers with divine
punishment in the hereafter, to be sure, but it decrees no earthly retribution.

Quite the contrary, in fact. There are Qur’anic verses that seem to suggest that rejecting Islam is a matter
of free choice. “The truth is from your Lord,” a verse reads, “so let him who please believe, and let him who
please disbelieve.”Z Another verse speaks about “those who believe then disbelieve, again believe and again
disbelieve, then increase in disbelief,” implying that there were people who could go back and forth between
Islam and disbelief during the time of revelation.2

One of the interesting figures who stressed the leniency of the Qur’an on this matter was Stratford
Canning, the longtime British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in the mid-nineteenth century. While trying
to persuade the Ottoman statesmen to annul the Shariah laws on apostasy, Canning referred to the Muslim
scripture. “We have researched this matter,” he said to Sultan Abdulmecid. “There is no clear Qur’anic basis
for execution.”2

However, as we have seen in previous chapters, the Qur’an defined only a small part of the mainstream
Islamic tradition. And the earthly punishment for apostasy came as part of the post-Qur’anic literature,
namely the Hadiths 10

Some scholars think that this late invention was born out of the political needs of the early Muslim
community. Right after the Prophet’s death, when Abu Bakr became the first caliph, the first problem he
faced was the rebellion (ridda) of a few Arab tribes who had formerly sworn allegiance to Medina. In fact, the
rebel tribes had not renounced their loyalty to Islam; they just declared that with the death of the Prophet,



their commitment to Medina as a city had ceased. In particular, they were no longer willing to pay zakat,
which they had been paying to Muhammad’s envoys to finance military campaigns and to be distributed to
the needy.11

Different opinions surfaced in the face of this rebellion, and some, including Umar, who would soon become
the second caliph, thought that the rebellion should be tolerated. Abu Bakr, however, insisted on imposing
zakat on the rebellious tribes and then launched military campaigns to subdue them.12 The later jurists who
interpreted these events understood ridda not just as a political rebellion against the state but also as a
rebellion against Islam as a religion. It was this interpretation that “transferred the punishment for apostasy
from the hereafter to this world.”13

The concept also proved to be politically useful, as despotic caliphs of the Umayyad and later the Abbasid
dynasties could get rid of their critics simply by accusing them of apostasy. The Hadiths that order the killing
of apostates were probably put into circulation at this time, more than a century after the Prophet’s death.
They were, in other words, “apocryphal” narratives made up later to justify what the political authority had
been doing.14

On the other hand, there were other Hadiths suggesting that the Prophet in fact did not consider apostasy
to be a crime. One of them is a narrative about a Muslim named Husayn, whose two sons were converted to
Christianity by Byzantine merchants who had come to Medina to sell their goods. Following their conversion,
the two sons left for Syria with the merchants. When this happened, their father asked the Prophet to pursue
them and bring them back, apparently in order to make them embrace Islam again. On this occasion, the
tradition holds, the famous Qur’anic verse, “There is no compulsion in religion,” was revealed. Consequently,
the Prophet did not send anyone to pursue the two converts.12

Because of these complexities in the Hadith literature, and the total lack of any Qur’anic earthly
punishment for apostasy, Muslim scholars have disputed the mainstream view on this matter for centuries. In
the eighth century, Ibrahim al-Nakhai, a prominent jurist, and Sufyan al-Thawri, a Hadith expert, wrote that
the apostate should be reinvited into Islam but should never be condemned to death.l® The noted Hanafi
jurist Shams al-Din al-Sarakhsi also disregarded any temporal punishment for apostasy.lZ The death penalty,
these scholars noted, deprives the apostate of the right to reconsider his decision, which can happen at any
moment during his lifetime.12 The Prophet, the same commentators pointed out, had never ordered anyone
put to death for apostasy alone 12

Even Ibn Taymiyyah, the thirteenth-century scholar regarded as strict and militant on many other issues,
argued that the Hadith stating, “Whoever changes his religion, kill him,” was meant to address high treason
against the political community—i.e., joining forces with a deadly enemy—and not apostasy as such.22

In the nineteenth century, as noted in previous chapters, the Ottoman Empire made it uncomplicated for its
citizens to abandon Islam and accept another religion. Modernist thinkers such as Rashid Rida openly argued
that the death penalty for apostasy should be abandoned.2l Two months before his death in the Islamic
Republic of Iran, Grand Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri, a liberal cleric who fell out with the regime for his
defense of human rights, argued in a BBC interview that an apostasy based on conviction was different from
“desertion of Islam out of malice and enmity toward the Muslim community”—and that the former deserved
no punishment.22

The list of Muslim scholars, clerics, and thinkers who challenge the classical notion of apostasy can go on
and on.23 Yet the problem remains. Apostates from Islam, or unorthodox Muslims who apostatize from
orthodox interpretations, still face the death penalty in some countries, vilification in others. Despite the
Qur’anic injunction, “There is no compulsion in religion,” a great deal of compulsion still occurs.

It is crucial to recognize that the earthly punishment for apostasy is not Qur’anic but post-Qur’anic. The
latter reflects a historical context in which one’s religious affiliation also determined his political allegiance.
No wonder other civilizations of the time, such as the Sassanids and the Byzantines, also punished apostasy
with death.24 The early Muslims merely adopted the norms of their time.

Now, of course, we live in a very different world with very different norms. Religious affiliation and political
allegiance are regarded as totally separate. Insisting on keeping a medieval notion of apostasy is pointless. It
is also damaging, for it leads to the persecution of innocent people (such as the Afghan convert Abdul
Rahman) as well as the portrayal of Islam as a tyrannical religion.

Here Muslims also need to think how they would respond if, say, Christians ordered death sentences for
their apostates who chose to accept Islam. What would they think, for example, if someone like Yusuf Islam—
formerly Cat Stevens, who became a Muslim in 1977—had been put on trial in a British court and given three
days to recant before being executed?

Converts to Islam don’t face such treatment in the Western world, because the West has embraced freedom
of religion, which includes freedom from their own religion as well. Muslims need to do the same.

REevisITING BLASPHEMY

If one aspect of freedom from Islam is the right to apostatize from it, another is the right to criticize it. And
this “criticism,” sorry to say, can sometimes come in the form of satire, mockery, and even insult.

Insult, of course, is never acceptable. When a non-Muslim curses God, the Qur’an, the Prophet, or any other
sacred value of Islam, he is, at the very least, being disrespectful. Muslims would be considered disrespectful,



too, if they insulted other people’s faiths. “Do not curse those they call upon besides God,” the Qur’an warns
them, “in case that makes them curse God in animosity, without knowledge.”22

If we were living in an ideal world, everyone would listen to this fair advice and respect each other’s
religion. In real life, however, people do satirize, mock, and insult each other’s religion, including ours.
Moreover, what other people put forward as a fair criticism sometimes might sound offensive, simply because
of the differences between perspectives and cultures. What, then, should Muslims do?

This matter has grown testy in the past few decades, as some Muslims’ reactions to real or perceived
insults to Islam have made global headlines. In 1989, Ayatollah Khomeini issued a death fatwa on author
Salman Rushdie for his contentious novel, The Satanic Verses. In 2004, Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh was
murdered by a militant Muslim who was offended by van Gogh’s film Submission. A year later, Jyllands-
Posten, a Danish newspaper, published a series of cartoons depicting the Prophet Muhammad as a terrorist,
sparking attacks on Danish embassies and death threats to the newspaper and its cartoonists.

In all these cases, the Muslims who reacted with anger and violence probably were sincere in their zeal to
defend their faith. Yet, alas, the practical result of their actions was to vindicate the very accusation brought
against them—that Islam is an intolerant and aggressive religion. So, if they really want to change that
negative perception about their religion, they must begin by changing their course of action.

But, common sense aside, one needs to accept that those Muslims who react violently against perceived
offenses are not devoid of religious justification. Traditional schools of the Shariah have a concept called kufr
(blasphemy), which is considered a crime punishable by death. It is to this concept to which angry Muslims
who want to “behead those who insult Islam” refer.26

To put matters in perspective, one should recall that other Abrahamic traditions also used to follow the
same concept. The Torah clearly states that those who speak blasphemy “shall surely be put to death.”2Z St.
Thomas Aquinas wrote that blasphemy, “a sin committed directly against God, is more grave than murder.”28
Yet, in modern times, both Judaism and Christianity have abandoned earthly punishment for blasphemy,
whereas Islam, as with some other aspects of the Shariah that we have examined, has remained largely
unchanged.

Of course, adapting to the modern world simply because it is modern would not make sense to a Muslim—or
to anyone else who believes in a moral law unbound by the fluctuations of time. But the same believer does
not have to insist on preserving the elements of his tradition that are historical rather than divinely
mandated.

In the case of Islam, these two separate categories roughly correspond to, as we have seen, the Qur’an and
the post-Qur’anic tradition. All elements of the latter are somehow “manmade.” And, tellingly enough, on the
issue of blasphemy, as with the matter of apostasy, the Qur’an is surprisingly lenient. Its verses threaten
blasphemers with God’s punishment in the hereafter but do not impose on them any earthly punishment.

As with apostasy, the punishment for blasphemy comes from certain narratives in the Hadith literature and
the way they were interpreted by classical scholars. These narratives are about certain individuals, mostly
satirical poets, who mocked the Prophet Muhammad during his mission and claimed that the Qur’an was a
fraud. Some of them, the narratives go, were executed by the nascent Muslim community for being “enemies
of God and the Prophet.” But besides the fact that the very accuracy of these historical accounts can be
challenged, they can also be regarded as limited by their specific context. As Muslim scholar Mohammad
Kamali shows, the executions of the satirists were political, rather than religious, events. At a time when the
early Muslim community was battling for survival with hostile pagans, mockery had become a part of war
propaganda.2? But “blasphemy today can in no sense threaten the existence or continuity of Islam as a great
religion, a legal system and a major civilisation.”32

”

Just “Do Not Sit witH THEM . . .

Beyond the Hadith literature, a response to blasphemy that is more compatible with the liberal standards of
the modern world actually comes from the Qur’an. The Muslim scripture not only lacks any suggestion of
earthly punishment for blasphemy, it also advises a nonviolent response: “When you hear God’s revelations
disbelieved in and mocked at, do not sit with them until they enter into some other discourse; surely then you
would be like them.”3L

What is described here is a clearly peaceful form of disapproval: Muslims are not supposed to be part of a
discourse that mocks Islam, but all they have to do is stay away from it. Even then, the withdrawal should last
only until the discourse changes into something inoffensive. Once mockery ends, dialogue can restart. (We
should note that this verse is from a chapter of the Qur’an that was revealed in the “Medinan” phase. In other
words, it reflects a time when Muslims had political and military power. So its nonviolent character can’t be
explained, and explained away, as resulting from necessity.)

A few other Qur’anic verses, too, order similar acts of nonviolent disapproval in the face of blasphemous
talk. “When you see those who enter into false discourses about Our communications,” one of them
commands the Prophet, “withdraw from them until they enter into some other discourse.”32 Another verse
describes Muslims as quite nonconfrontational: “When they hear idle talk they turn aside from it and say: We
shall have our deeds and you shall have your deeds; peace be on you, we do not desire the ignorant.”33

I believe that the Muslim response to blasphemy in the modern world should be based on the spirit of these



verses. For example, Muslims can boycott anti-Islamic rhetoric by refusing to join conversations, buy
publications, or watch films and plays that mock the values of their faith. They can also organize peaceful
protests. All of that is right, but trying to silence the anti-Islamic rhetoric with threats and attacks is not.

Meanwhile, the Muslims who are willing to resort to violence in the face of mockery should reflect on the
source of their motivation: a genuinely religious commitment or a nationalistic zeal? The latter option comes
to mind because of a curious pattern. In the modern era, the Muslim response to mockery has been most
zealous when the subject is the Prophet Muhammad, rather than other prophets and, most strangely, God.
According to the Qur’an, though, Muslims should “believe in God and His messengers, and make no
distinction between any of the messengers.”3% Therefore, they should stand up for Abraham, Moses, or Jesus
Christ as passionately as they do for the Prophet Muhammad. And, to be sure, they should stand up most
passionately for none other than God Most High.

I suspect that the selective attention to the Prophet Muhammad comes from the fact that he is revered only
by Muslims, which makes him an exclusive symbol of the Muslim community. In other words, the offense to
the Prophet Muhammad comes off as an offense to the Muslims’ own selves. A reaction to such a personal
offense certainly is an understandable human phenomenon, but it is a secular phenomenon, not a religious
one—and one that has the tendency to go to extremes, especially in the Orient. The secular Turkish Republic,
for example, used to have laws banning “insulting Turkishness,” and the courts prosecuted intellectuals—
such as the novelist Orhan Pamuk—for offending the honor of the nation simply by making critical remarks
about its history33 Some ultra-nationalists in Turkey have even assassinated liberal critics for the same
“crime.”38 All this nationalist zeal looks quite similar to that of the Muslim militants who attack those who
offend the Prophet. Their motivation, one might say, is just another form of nationalism—the nation being the
umma.

On the other hand, more theologically minded Muslims have reacted to insults to other sacred figures as
well, and they have done this peacefully. When a blasphemous picture of the Virgin Mary was painted in
Adelaide, Australia, in 2007, a representative of Muslim communities voiced a protest, with restraint and
civility, receiving praise in Turkey from none other than Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I.37

Besides all that, those Muslims who are prone to react with fury to criticism or mockery should also see that
this only helps portray them as immature and insecure. If all they can do in the face of an antagonistic book,
film, or cartoon is to destroy it by brute force, then what they really display is a lack of self-confidence. They
will serve Islam much better if their response is solemn and sensible. The power of any faith, after all, comes
not from its coercion on critics and dissenters but from the moral integrity and the intellectual strength of its
believers.

WiLL Istam CoNQUER THE WORLD?

Finally, we should rethink what the ultimate goal, and the destiny, of the umma should be on this earth.

The answer given by the Islamist movement is often a triumphalist one: Islam will simply conquer the whole
world; sooner or later, the whole world will be Muslim.

Yet this ambitious rhetoric might be reflecting the ambitions of the people who happen to be Muslims,
rather than the intentions of the Divine. The Qur’an, in fact, clearly states that the whole world will not be
Muslim. “What has been sent down to you from your Lord is the Truth,” a verse tells the Prophet, “but most
people have no faith.”38 Another verse refers not to the lack of faith but to the variety of faiths, explaining
that this diversity is exactly what God desired for mankind:

And We have sent down the Book [the Qur’an] to you with truth, confirming and conserving the previous
Books. . . . We have appointed a law and a practice for every one of you. Had God willed, He would have
made you a single community, but He wanted to test you regarding what has come to you. So compete
with each other in doing good. Every one of you will return to God and He will inform you regarding the
things about which you differed.32

This striking Qu’ranic passage clearly describes a world in which Islam is one religion among others, not the
only one.2? The differences between them will be reconciled only in the afterlife. Meanwhile, people of
different faiths—Muslims, Christians, Jews, and all others—are expected to “compete with each other in doing
good.”

To be able to realize this pluralist vision, what we would need is a world in which all faiths could freely
express and advance themselves.

Granted, such a pluralist world sounds different from the ideal of the medieval Muslim scholars—the Abode
of Islam. This term, as we saw in chapter 4, referred to lands ruled by Muslims and governed according to the
Shariah. Only such places then looked safe for practicing Islam. The rest of the world was either hostile
(Abode of War—i.e., lands ruled by non-Muslims) or only conditionally safe (Abode of Treaty—i.e., lands ruled
by non-Muslims who made treaties with a Muslim state).

Yet none of these medieval categories can explain the modern world. Today, in fact, some Muslims seem to
find it easier to live by their religion in the non-Muslim countries of the West, which grant more safety and
freedom than some of the Muslim-majority countries with dictatorial regimes.

So it is time to stop seeing the world as divided between an Abode of Islam versus an Abode of War. Rather,



what exists now is an Abode of Freedom versus an Abode of Tyranny. The former is what Muslims should
seek.

In this free world, there surely will be ideas that Muslims, including me, will not like. What we need to do is
to respond to them with reason and wisdom—an effort that might help us revitalize the intellectual dynamism
of our earliest generations, as in the way the Mutazilites dealt with the challenges, and the contributions, of
Greek philosophy.

In this free world, there also will be people with lifestyles that we will find misguided and abhorrent. We
need to try to share with those people the values that we uphold. How they will react is not our business. “If
they become Muslim, they have been guided,” God told the Prophet. “If they turn away, you are only
responsible for transmission.”4l

And, ultimately, we need this free world for our individual selves. Each of us has a personal life to live—an
amazing journey that starts with our birth and continuously unfolds while we grow up to experience a mind-
boggling drama. We learn and discover, we achieve and enjoy, and we fail and suffer. For the believer, none of
these ups and downs of life are devoid of meaning—all are meant to be lessons to make us more mature and
wise and, we hope, more godly.

Liberty is what every individual needs to be able to live such a fulfilling life, based on his own choices and
decisions, successes and failures.

Liberty is, you could also say, what everyone needs to find God.
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