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Introduction

Target: Islam

It was the Summer of Hate, and the target was Islam.

The television news coverage in the United States during the summer of 2010 was full of images of angry Americans waving signs that denounced the world’s second largest religion. The fury seemed to come out of nowhere. Unfavorable attitudes toward Islam had been steadily dropping among people in the U.S.1 In 2009, looking back at a two-year decline in hate crimes against Muslims, a prominent monitoring organization expressed “its cautious optimism that America may be witnessing a leveling-off of the post-9/11 backlash against Americans of the Islamic faith.”2

The optimism was premature.

In June 2010, picketers began to protest the construction of Park51, a Muslim community center in lower Manhattan, and the media was aflame with the controversy. By the end of August, in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, very real flames licked at the construction site of another Islamic center, courtesy of unknown vandals. It was only the latest in a series of attacks that included an attempted firebombing of an Islamic center in Florida in May and vandalism against mosques in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Texas.3 Also over the summer, Florida pastor Terry Jones and his tiny fundamentalist flock decided to play with fire by vowing to burn copies of the Qur’an on the anniversary of 9/11. Concerned that this act of desecration would provoke attacks against U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq, President Barack Obama put pressure on the pastor to cancel the event.

The fearmongers employed other tactics that summer. Protesters brought in dogs because “Muslims hate dogs”—to demonstrate their opposition to a new mosque in Temecula, California.4 A group called Stop Islamization of America bought anti-Islamic ads on busses in San Francisco, Miami, and New York.5 Even in Oklahoma, where less than 1 percent of the population is Muslim, a movement coalesced around an improbable referendum to ban sharia (Islamic law) that passed decisively in the November mid-term elections.6

Meanwhile, public personalities were engaged in an informal competition to see who could make the most offensive comments about Islam. Presidential hopeful Newt Gingrich compared the organizers of the Park51 center to Nazis. Talk show host Rush Limbaugh called the interfaith center a “victory monument at Ground Zero.” Evangelist Franklin Graham repeatedly referred to Islam as an “evil” religion.7 When President Obama proclaimed at an iftar ceremony breaking the Ramadan fast that “Muslims have the same right to practice their religion as everyone else in this country,” former cold warrior Frank Gaffney responded that this remark proved that the president “sided with shariah.”8 Indeed, the anti-Islamic sentiment bubbling up in the United States in 2010 was beginning to rival the anticommunist hysteria of the Cold War era, with figures like Gaffney indulging in the religious equivalent of red-baiting.

And it was having an impact on public opinion. The decline in unfavorable attitudes toward Islam made a sharp reversal that year. 9 On August 19, 2010, Time devoted an article to whether “America has a Muslim problem.” By the end of the month, Islamophobia had graduated to the cover of the magazine.10

The situation was even uglier in Europe. Legislatures in Belgium, France, and Spain debated bills on restricting Muslim dress, which came on the heels of a move by Switzerland to ban minaret construction. Right-wing parties espousing anti-immigrant and anti-Islamic views were attracting wider followings. European publics simultaneously wanted to withdraw their troops from the allied war effort in Afghanistan and limit further European integration by keeping Turkey out of the European Union, and populists were exploiting these views to promote their own vision of Fortress Europe.

Islamophobia didn’t go away after 2010’s Summer of Hate. True, Park51 eventually opened a year later without any major incidents. But in other respects, the fury didn’t subside. Terry Jones followed through on his pledge, burning a Qur’an in March 2011 and generating a worldwide backlash that killed more than a dozen people.11 Nearly two dozen states copied Oklahoma’s example by introducing anti-sharia legislation. Congress picked up on the theme, with Rep. Peter King (R-NY) holding controversial hearings in March 2011 on the “radicalization” of American Muslims. Several Republican presidential candidates indulged in anti-Islamic sentiment, with Herman Cain going so far as to pledge not to appoint Muslims to office (a position he later recanted). Right-wing foundations were pouring more than $40 million into anti-Islamic efforts.12 And in Europe, anti-Islamic bestsellers, violent street protests, and even a mass killing in Norway all kept the fires of Islamophobia burning.

For some, the explanation for these anti-Islamic outbursts is simple. Americans and Europeans are still angry about 9/11 and the subsequent terrorist bombings in London and Madrid. They are still outraged over the 2004 murder of Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh by Mohammed Bouyeri, a Dutch-Moroccan Muslim. They are fearful of al-Qaeda and the Taliban, Iranian leader Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the Gaza-based Hamas and the Beirut-based Hezbollah. They are concerned about the individuals who have instigated or planned recent attacks, including a shooting at Fort Hood in Texas, suicide bombings in Moscow and Stockholm, an attempt to explode a bomb in New York’s Times Square, and schemes to blow up the Washington DC metro and a Christmas ceremony in Portland, Oregon. The problem, for those who try to rationalize the anger in this way, lies with Muslims and their so-called penchant for violence.

Another simple explanation for the surge of Islamophobia in 2010 and after is the rise of the Tea Party movement and its polarization of the electorate. The severe economic downturn following the financial crisis of 2008 allowed for the populism of resentment to flourish. The election of a president that nearly one-quarter of the U.S. electorate still falsely believed in August 2010 was Muslim provided a political opportunity for anti–Democratic Party activists to play the religion card.13 These same activists have intensified their efforts to discredit the president and his party in the run-up to the 2012 presidential elections.

The mistaken belief that al-Qaeda and the Fort Hood shooter represent Islam and its more than 1.5 billion adherents worldwide has certainly played a role in maintaining high levels of fear and animosity in the United States and Europe.14 The anti-Islamic statements of politicians and the politically motivated organizing of far-right-wing activists have also strongly influenced media coverage and public opinion.

But anti-Islamic sentiment runs much deeper in Western culture and society. Rather than inhabiting only the lunatic fringe, Islamophobia is sustained by U.S. government policy, particularly its wars and counterterrorism efforts, and by analysts firmly in the mainstream. And it draws on myths and misconceptions that go back a thousand years and more. The hate that spiked in the summer of 2010 didn’t come from nowhere.

The Geopolitical Context

The Middle East is embroiled in conflict. Islam is on the rise, yet again, and a new Islamic movement has emerged in central Anatolia that challenges the established order. The West, divided by several different factions, is expending considerable resources on war in the region. Prominent Western voices warn of a Muslim take-over of Europe, of a violent attempt to create a global caliphate. Those of a more apocalyptic bent argue that the fate of Western civilization itself hangs in the balance.

Welcome to the twenty-first century? Actually, try the eleventh.

In 1095, in response to the Seljuk Turks seizing Jerusalem and other cities, Christendom launched its first Crusade against the Islamic world. More than half a dozen military campaigns followed over the next several hundred years in a conflict that defined not only the Middle Ages but the very contours of Western identity. This era of Crusade 1.0 lasted almost a thousand years until the fall of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey’s subsequent abolition of the Islamic caliphate in 1924.

The wheel of history has circled around. Islam is again resurgent and again in the crosshairs of the West. We are now enmeshed in a second major confrontation, Crusade 2.0. The war in Afghanistan has already become America’s longest military conflict. The other “overseas contingency operations” launched by the United States and its allies, which have replaced the “global war on terror,” promise to last even longer and determine the shape of what has been called the post-post–Cold War era.

Today, as in the eleventh century, the West imagines that it’s involved in a war without end and without borders, a war of good against evil, a war that defines the very essence of civilization.

Although similar in important respects to the medieval holy war, Crusade 2.0 is not simply the Tenth Crusade.15 In 1095, there were no large populations of Muslims living in the West under Christian dominion, and the West did not shrink from declaring Islam the enemy. Today, by contrast, the U.S. government and its allies in Western Europe and elsewhere try not to mention the “c” word, at least in part because so many Muslims now live in the West. Alliance leaders instead insist that they are fighting terrorism, not Islam, and are committed to winning Muslim “hearts and minds” through military stabilization, economic development, democracy promotion, and public relations campaigns. Despite these efforts, however, many Muslims feel as though they are the victims of a coordinated campaign of air strikes from above and Islamophobic slurs from below.

For optimists, the U.S. election results of 2008 were supposed to bring this two-pronged campaign to an end. Newly elected President Barack Obama promised to draw down the war in Iraq. He pledged to close the Guantánamo detention facility and end torture. Within a few months in office, the Obama administration quietly retired the phrase “global war on terror,” and the president spoke in Cairo of reaching out in new ways to the Muslim world. Before it had even reached the ten-year mark, Crusade 2.0 looked to be heading for early retirement.

But the crusade marches on. The Obama administration has continued the wars started by its predecessor under the new name of “overseas contingency operations.” Today, the United States and allies are still fighting wars in the predominantly Muslim countries of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq. Under Obama, Special Forces operations have expanded to a broader swath of the Muslim world from North Africa to the Far East. His administration has launched eight times more CIA-directed drone attacks in Pakistan than its predecessor did over two terms.16 The targeted assassination program, which has killed Osama bin Laden and other top al-Qaeda leaders, has resulted in civilian casualties, popular outrage, and legal concerns. Although the administration has made much of a public diplomacy initiative to engage the Muslim world, U.S. favorability rating in most majority Muslim countries has only fallen further from its dismal levels during the Bush years. In Egypt, for instance, U.S. favorability fell from 30 percent in 2006 to 17 percent in 2010 and in Pakistan from 27 percent to 17 percent over the same period.17 Even U.S. support for the uprisings against authoritarian leaders in the Middle East in 2011—the Arab Spring that began in Tunisia and spread to Egypt, Yemen, Syria, Libya, and elsewhere—has not fundamentally changed attitudes in the Muslim world. The United States only belatedly backed these democracy movements, and continued support for authoritarian leaders in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere has underscored the U.S. double standard on democracy in the region.

Within the United States, meanwhile, a vocal minority has successfully imposed its crusader mentality on a credulous population. Some of the anti-Islamic sentiment has been partisan. According to an August 2010 Newsweek poll, a majority of Republicans believed that the president “definitely” or “probably” sympathized with Islamic fundamentalists and their goal to spread sharia law across the globe.18 But it’s not just Republicans. Two-thirds of the country confesses to being prejudiced about Muslims.19

This book is an attempt to understand the sources of this anti-Islamic sentiment. It will explore the enduring influence of the three unfinished wars of the last millennium—the Crusades, the Cold War, and the war on terrorism—on what we do and how we think in the West. These experiences have produced different types of Islamophobia in Europe and the United States. But the demographic anxiety of the former and the declining relative power of the latter have intersected to amplify the fear of Islam.

In the pages to follow, I argue that the new Crusaders are not primarily concerned about “Islamofascism” or however else they characterize the radical elements of Islam they dislike. The campaign that exploded in the headlines in summer 2010 and has continued to burn through society today has not been about terrorism. It has not been about Islamic extremists attempting to reestablish the caliphate or impose Islamic law on the unwilling. What really keeps Islamophobes up at night is the growing economic, political, and global influence of modern, mainstream Islam.

Consider the recent targets of anti-Islamic sentiment. Right-wing groups—and ultimately more mainstream organizations such as the Anti-Defamation League—singled out a proposed Islamic center in lower Manhattan that is the brainchild of a proponent of interfaith dialogue. This, not a hotbed of radical Islam, stimulated their wrath. The Florida preacher and his followers announced their intention to burn not a book of Osama bin Laden’s writings but the Qur’an itself. Liberal intellectual Paul Berman has devoted thousands of words to challenging the reputation of one of the foremost mainstream Muslim theologians, Tariq Ramadan, rather than one of the ideologists of al-Qaeda.

And the country that has caused the greatest fear and trembling in European capitals is not Saudi Arabia or Yemen. Rather, it is Turkey. Although it has moved decisively away from authoritarianism and toward liberal democracy under the leadership of an Islam-influenced political party, Turkey has become the bête noire of Islamophobes intent on “saving” Western civilization.

A New Crusade?

Crusade 1.0 was not a simple “clash of civilizations” between cross and crescent. Although religion certainly played a motivating factor, the Crusades were also about the more mundane objectives associated with war: power, territory, economic gain. These grubbier motives prompted Crusaders sometimes to attack other Christians and sometimes even to ally with Muslims for tactical reasons. But the image of the Crusade that comes down to us today is that of a concerted effort to save civilization from the infidel.

Our current crusade—Crusade 2.0—is similarly complicated. The United States has gone to war in defense of a different professed faith, not Christianity but rather liberal democracy. But this professed faith also conceals less noble designs. Like the original Crusaders, the United States and its European partners have been concerned with geopolitical advantage in a strategically important area of the world. For the Crusaders, Jerusalem and its environs were an important pilgrimage site but also a vital trade route. Today’s Crusaders have been more concerned about energy sources, whether the oil of Iraq or the natural gas pipelines that pass through Central Asia. To realize these more mundane goals, the West has made certain tactical alliances with actors in the Muslim world—the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan, Sunni fighters in Iraq, and the illiberal governments of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Yemen. These Pentagon counterinsurgency efforts to partner with Muslim governments and Muslims on the ground often put the U.S. military at cross-purposes with Islamophobes. As New York Times columnist Frank Rich puts it, “How do you win Muslim hearts and minds in Kandahar when you are calling Muslims every filthy name in the book in New York?”20

But few soldiers enlisted to fight in Afghanistan or Iraq to win Muslim hearts and minds or even to preserve Western access to oil and gas. To justify a war and to mobilize young people to fight, Western governments needed a flesh-and-blood enemy. Citizens would only tolerate a more paranoid national security state at home if it was arrayed against a major enemy in the neighborhood. The grander the war and the more intrusive the national security state, the more epic the enemy needed to be. Osama bin Laden was not big enough. But bin Laden plus the Taliban plus Saddam Hussein plus Iran and Syria and Hamas and Hezbollah and radical imams in London, New York, and Hamburg raised the stakes considerably. To more closely approximate the world-historical enemies of the twentieth century—fascism and communism—the enemy had to pose a threat not just to territory but to civilization itself.

Like its medieval precursor, then, Crusade 2.0 has its paradoxes and complexities. But the image of Crusade 2.0—that of a liberal West battling unreasoning religious fanatics—has proven to be as enduring an ideological frame as the original “clash of civilizations” of the eleventh century.

The current conflicts between the United States and its allies on the one hand and so-called radical Islam on the other are not an inevitable outgrowth of earlier history. After all, with the decline of the Ottoman Empire, the larger narrative of Islam versus the West largely disappeared in the nineteenth century. During the Cold War, as this book will explore in more detail, the United States and Israel actually sided with radical Islam against Arab nationalism. Perhaps more importantly, the religion of the parties arrayed against the United States is incidental, not essential. “The Iraqis have negative attitudes toward the United States because we are occupying their freaking land,” Iraqi-born blogger Raed Jarrar told me, “not because they are majority Muslim and we are majority Christian.”21

In other words, we are experiencing a clash of civilizations not on the ground but only in the violent jihadist visions of warriors in the wild East and wild West. Islamophobes and the al-Qaeda leadership, like gunslingers in a terrorized town, share an apocalyptic vision and a preference for illegal violence that keeps Crusade 2.0 alive. “No negotiations, no conferences and no dialogues”—this slogan of Abdullah al-Azzam, Osama bin Laden’s mentor, could apply equally to both sides.22

What is Islamophobia?

With their irrational fear of spiders, arachnophobes are scared of both harmless daddy longlegs and poisonous brown recluse spiders. In extreme cases, an arachnophobe can break out in a sweat while merely looking at photos of spiders. It is, of course, reasonable to steer clear of poisonous varieties like black widows. What makes a legitimate fear into an irrational phobia, however, is the tendency to lump all members of a group, spiders or humans, into one lethal category and then to exaggerate how threatening they are. Spider bites, after all, are responsible for at most a handful of fatalities a year in the United States.

Islamophobia, a term coined by a French Orientalist Etienne Dinet in 1922 and made popular by the Londonbased Runnymede Trust in a 1997 report, is similarly an irrational fear of Islam.23 Yes, certain Muslim fundamentalists have carried out terrorist attacks, certain extremists inspired by visions of a “global caliphate” continue to plot new attacks on their perceived enemies, and certain groups like Afghanistan’s Taliban practice violently intolerant versions of the religion. But Islamophobes confuse these small parts with the whole and then see terrorist jihad under every Islamic pillow. They break out in a sweat at the mere picture of a minaret or imam.

“Islamophobia” is an imprecise term. Most arachnophobes avoid spiders, they don’t declare war on them. What we see today in the media, at right-wing demonstrations outside of mosques, and in European legislation goes beyond fear of Islam and extends into anger and even hatred. Run-of-the-mill Islamophobes may well simply want to steer clear of Muslims. The organizers of the campaigns have a different, more Crusader-like agenda.

Some try to qualify their Islamophobia. “What I am is an Islamismophobe, or better say an anti-Islamist,” writes novelist Martin Amis, “because a phobia is an irrational fear, and it is not irrational to fear something that says it wants to kill you.”24 But as this book will argue, much of the sentiment directed specifically at “Islamism” is ultimately meant for Islam as a whole. In an interview, Amis acknowledged that his animus is not just toward extremists. “The Muslim community will have to suffer until it gets its house in order,” he said in 2006. “Not letting them travel. Deportation further down the road. Curtailing of freedoms. Strip-searching people who look like they’re from the Middle East or Pakistan.”25 Amis seems to have forgotten the fact that the Muslim community has vigorously and repeatedly denounced terrorism. Meanwhile, blaming an entire community for the actions of a miniscule minority is unconscionable. Imagine the outcry if Amis made the same statement about the Irish after an IRA bombing.

Other writers do not even try to disguise the real target of their attacks. In her book A God Who Hates, Syriaborn psychiatrist Wafa Sultan writes of the “evils of Islam,” which is not a religion but a “political doctrine that imposes itself by force.”26 In The Trouble with Islam, journalist Irshad Manji, echoing the Cold War with her description of herself as a “Muslim refusenik,” criticizes the “desert mindset” of Islam.27 Nonie Darwish, an Egyptian-American convert to Christianity, calls Islam “an attack on civilization itself by haters of civilization” in Now They Call Me Infidel.28 These are not screeds published on blogs. All three books have mainstream publishers, and their authors have appeared widely in the media. Using these Muslims and ex-Muslims as their spokespeople, a well-funded network of activists, journalists, and think-tankers has turned Islamophobia into a cottage industry and a budding trans-Atlantic endeavor.

This anti-Islamic sentiment that challenges the very center of Islam, not just its radical fringes, is an outgrowth of a profound cultural anxiety in the West. Our major geopolitical foe, the Soviet Union, disintegrated in the 1990s; our chief geo-economic competitor, China, is also the leading holder of U.S. debt. What’s left to serve as an enemy, then, is a new geo-cultural threat that challenges our “way of life.” As Columbia University professor Mahmood Mamdani explains, “It is no longer the market (capitalism), nor the state (democracy), but culture (modernity) that is said to be the dividing line between those in favor of a peaceful, civic existence and those inclined to terror.”29 In other words, according to the Islamophobic worldview, while al-Qaeda poses a military threat and the Muslim Brotherhood a political threat, Islam as a whole threatens the West with a fundamentally cultural threat.

And it isn’t simply “their” culture that is at fault. Islamophobes have also taken aim at “multiculturalism,” which they believe has allowed radical Islam to slip in through the back door of “moral relativism” to gnaw away at Western civilization from within. Muslim extremists are a rare commodity in the West, so Islamophobes expend as much or more of their venom on the “liberal apologists” who wittingly or not open that back door to the adversary.30 In the most extreme case in July 2011, right-wing fanatic Anders Behring Breivik took aim not at Norway’s Muslim immigrants against which he had fulminated at length but the country’s Labor Party for encouraging multiculturalism and immigration. Just as the actions of al-Qaeda and Hamas and Iran’s Mahmoud Ahmadinejad are part of a struggle within Islam, Islamophobia is part of a culture war between right and left in the West.

Why This Book?

This book is not designed to introduce readers to Islam or argue for its merits as a religion.31 Personally I am not religious. Religious movements and figures have indeed generated many admirable causes—Gandhi and the independence struggle in India, Martin Luther King and the civil rights effort, Abdul Ghaffar Khan and his nonviolent movement among Pashtuns.32 But religious movements and figures have also produced violent, uncompromising ideological wars. All religious beliefs seem to produce extremists, and all religions have at one point or another gone to extremes. Islam is not inherently, eternally, or uniquely violent, any more than the “Judeo-Christian” tradition that sometimes has insisted it to be so. And Islam the religion is only one small part of what takes place in the Muslim world, as Edward Said reminds us, for this world “includes dozens of countries, societies, traditions, languages, and, of course, an infinite number of different experiences.”33

In the end, attacks on Islam are as much of a challenge to civilization—human civilization—as the threat of extremists carrying the banner of Islam. This challenge embraces all of us, Muslims and non-Muslims, believers and non-believers. Non-Muslims ask Muslims to individually and collectively denounce 9/11 and other terrorist acts. Many Muslims have done so, repeatedly.34 Non-Muslims must similarly step up to denounce Islamophobia.35

Al-Qaeda is real, of course, and so is its desire to inflict harm—not only on the West but on anybody who doesn’t agree with its extreme ideology, which includes most of the world’s Muslims. By denouncing Islamophobia, we stand with the vast majority of the Muslim world against the intolerance of al-Qaeda, its anti-Semitism and its imperial aspirations. Both al-Qaeda and Islamophobes embrace reactive ideologies that are ultimately on the decline. These belief systems burn bright even as they burn out. But they can both cause great damage as they exit history.

This book tells a different story about the relationship between Islam and the rest of the world. It focuses on the United States and Europe where Crusade 2.0 rages most fiercely (though a similar book could trace these themes in South Asia, Africa, and the Far East). It is not just a description, however. It is an argument for a new way of engagement animated by genuine respect rather than pallid tolerance. War, division, and isolation are the tactics of Crusade 2.0. We can’t effectively counter the ideology of al-Qaeda by adopting the tactics of al-Qaeda. Nor will a “separate but equal” ethos suffice. We need to engage Islam in a post-Crusade, post–Cold War, and post-war-on-terror manner.

We are at a critical juncture. After the polarizing policies of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the United States and Europe can fundamentally redefine their relationship with the Muslim world. This will require not only ending the “war on terror” and not just nipping a new cold war against Islam in the bud. It will require an end to the thousand-year hold that the Crusades have had on the Western imagination.

We are at the very beginning of Crusade 2.0, and it has already had a devastating impact in lives lost and historic opportunities squandered. But we are not doomed to repeat history. We can stop the policies of occupation that have produced such a powerful backlash. We can stop asserting a mythic “Judeo-Christian” tradition that deliberately excludes Islam. And we can stop the artificial division of “us” and “them” by bringing Turkey into the European Union and reaffirming that Europe is a home to Muslims as well.

Islamophobia is not an eternal prejudice that has somehow become a fixed part of the social genome of humanity. The sentiment has waxed and waned over time depending on very particular political projects. By shifting our current political trajectory in the three ways I discuss in this book’s conclusion, we can bring Crusade 2.0 to a close. And we can ensure that no further crusades will follow.


ONE

The Myths of Crusade 1.0

The Muslims were bloodthirsty and treacherous. They conducted a sneak attack against Charlemagne’s army and slaughtered every single soldier, 20,000 in all. More than a thousand years ago, in the mountain passes of medieval Spain, the Muslim horde cut down the finest soldiers in the Holy Roman Emperor’s command, including his brave nephew Roland. Then, according to the famous poem that immortalized the tragedy, Charlemagne exacted his revenge by routing the entire Muslim army.

The Song of Roland, an eleventh-century rendering in verse of an eighth-century battle, is a staple of Western Civilization classes at colleges around the country. A “masterpiece of epic drama,” in the words of its renowned translator Dorothy Sayers, it provides a handy preface for students before they delve into readings on the Crusades.1 But the poem has also schooled generations of Judeo-Christians to view Muslims as perfidious enemies who once threatened the very foundations of Western civilization.

The problem is that the whole epic is built on a curious falsehood. The army that fell upon Roland and his Frankish soldiers was not Muslim at all. In the real battle of 778, the slayers of the Franks were Christian Basques furious at Charlemagne for pillaging their city of Pamplona. Not epic at all, the battle emerged from a parochial dispute in the complex wars of medieval Spain.2 The Franks were indeed battling Muslim armies in Iberia, but it wasn’t a holy war and Charlemagne maintained rather good relations with his counterpart in Baghdad.3 The Song of Roland excised the Basque soldiers from history and conflated the complex politics into something far simpler.4 Later in the eleventh century, as kings and popes and knights and peasants all prepared to do battle in the First Crusade, an anonymous bard did a final repurposing of the text to serve the needs of an emerging cross-against-crescent holy war.

Today, the Crusades are often portrayed as the archetypal “clash of civilizations” between the followers of Jesus and the followers of Mohammed. In the popular imagination, a Muslim horde bent on swallowing Jerusalem and its environs as an appetizer before proceeding to the European entrée has replaced the very diverse adversaries of the Crusaders. These adversaries included Jews killed in pogroms on the way to Jerusalem, rival Catholics slaughtered in the Balkans and in Constantinople, and Christian heretics hunted down in southern France. In medieval Palestine, the Crusaders also fought against both the Christians and the Jews of the region who often took the side of their Muslim compatriots. Just as Charlemagne’s attempt to capture the Moorish Iberian provinces of al-Andalus was more than a simple contest between Christians on one side and Muslims on the other, the Crusades were a truly Byzantine contest of shifting political and religious alliances.

Throughout history, warring parties have turned complicated and often contradictory conflicts into Manichean struggles—to motivate soldiers, open the purse strings of financial backers, and ennoble the otherwise bloodthirsty. No medieval poet was going to feel a stirring in the blood to versify an attack by the Basques. No Crusader was going to sell his property to buy armor and a horse simply to conduct a pogrom against Jews in the nearby village. And the U.S. Congress was not going to authorize an attack against Saddam Hussein in 2003 simply because he was a nasty piece of work. In all three cases, the threat posed by a presumably predatory Islam in al-Andalus, in Jerusalem, and in Baghdad’s imagined alliance with al-Qaeda kicked the conflict up several notches.

Similar mythmaking has continued into the Obama era with the transformation of Islam into a violent caricature of itself. We seem to be fixed in a perpetual eleventh-century battle of “us” against “them.” Indeed, we still seem to be fighting the three great wars of the millennium, even though two of these conflicts have long been over and the third has been rhetorically reduced to “overseas contingency operations.” The Crusades, which finally petered out in the fourteenth century, continue to shape our global imagination today. The Cold War ended in 1991, but key elements of the anticommunism credo have been awkwardly grafted onto the new Islamist adversary. And the global war on terror, which President Obama quietly renamed shortly after taking office, has in fact metastasized into the wars that his administration continues to prosecute in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and elsewhere.

As long as our unfinished wars still burn in the collective consciousness—and still rage in Kabul, Sana’a, and the Tribal Areas of Pakistan—Islamophobia will make its impact felt in our media, politics, and daily life. The first set of Crusades pitted a frankly barbaric set of Europeans against a more advanced Islamic civilization and prevented a much more peaceable interrelationship from developing. Crusade 2.0 threatens to create an equally dangerous rift that will continue to consume many lives, waste much wealth, and distort our very understanding of our Western selves.

The Enduring Myths of the Crusades

Phobias have deep roots. The fear that arachnophobes have of spiders often stems from events in a dimly remembered childhood, such as a spider crawling into a crib or dangling above a bowl of curds and whey. Our irrational fear of Islam similarly seems to derive from events that happened in the early days of Western civilization. Several enduring myths inherited from the era of the Crusades constitute the core of Islamophobia today: Muslims are inherently violent, Muslims want to take over the world, and Muslims can’t be trusted. These myths have been nurtured by some of the most prominent figures in the Western tradition. Marco Polo, who had praise for virtually everything he saw on his thirteenth-century travels eastward including the ruthless Kublai Khan, reserved harsh words only for “the accursed sect of the Saracens, which indulge them in the commission of every crime, and allow them to murder those who differ from them on points of faith.”5 Voltaire, a leading figure of the Enlightenment, wrote a five-act play in 1736 entitled Fanaticism, or Mahomet the Prophet. Even the sober German sociologist Max Weber considered Islam a “warrior religion.”6 These are deeply entrenched myths, indeed.

It doesn’t take a psychologist to realize that the characteristics ascribed to the devilish Muslim are precisely the ones that the finger-pointers, at some subconscious level, suspect apply to their sainted selves. After all, the violence of the Crusaders was legendary. Nor were the pope and his legions shy about their desire to spread Christendom to every corner of the globe. And the tendency of Crusaders to go back on their word created a deep impression on the Muslim world. The same mirror phenomenon applies today as well. Our modern-day Crusaders deploy extraordinary violence in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, have promoted global campaigns on behalf of democracy, liberalism, or Christianity, and have lied to the public, for instance, about Saddam Hussein’s nuclear program and his connections to al-Qaeda.

Analyzing these Crusader myths is not only an exercise in historical truth-telling. It is a crucial step in weaning the West off its current delusions. As all recovery programs insist, moving on can’t happen without an acknowledgment of addiction. And we’ve been dangerously addicted to these myths about Islam and Muslims.

Let’s begin with the myth of the inherent violence of Islam. The depiction of Islam as a “religion of the sword” was a staple of medieval literature and art.7 According to one particularly gory version of Pope Urban II’s exhortation in 1095 for his followers to embark on the First Crusade, the defilers of the Holy Land were guilty of unspeakable horrors: “When they wish to torture people by a base death, they perforate their navels, and dragging forth the extremity of the intestines, bind it to a stake; then with flogging they lead the victim around until the viscera having gushed forth the victim falls prostrate upon the ground.”8 Not much had changed by the end of the Crusades, though the language was somewhat more circumspect. In the fourteenth century, the Byzantine emperor Manuel II said: “Show me just what Muhammad brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.”9

It was popular in the Middle Ages—as it is popular today—to identify the Qur’an as the inspiration for these violent tendencies. In one oft-quoted passage, for instance, the Qur’an calls on believers to “slay the idolaters wherever you find them. Arrest them, besiege them, and lie in ambush everywhere for them.”10 Of course, “idolaters” in this infamous “sword verse” means polytheists, the primary enemy of Mohammed and his followers in seventhcentury Arabia, not “people of the Book” as Christians and Jews were known.11 Less frequently cited is the rest of the passage, which recommends coexistence with those who repent and pray according to their tradition and emphasizes the importance of abiding by treaties (“so long as they keep faith with you, keep faith with them”).12

The “sword verse” does urge violence. But it is balanced by other verses that clearly identify Islam as a religion of peace that forbids the killing of innocent people.13 According to historian Ayesha Jala, prohibitions against warring occur far more often in the Qur’an than exhortations to armed struggle; as Islamic law specialist Khaled Abou El Fadl further notes, every reference to war in the text “is qualified by some moral condition of restraint.”14 These mixed messages might also reflect different philosophies held by different groups of believers at the time.15

The Qur’an is not very different from other religious texts. Jewish scripture contains passages that, like the Qur’an, are of surpassing poetry. But it also contains passages of not only violence but, frankly, genocide. Yahweh, for instance, commands Saul to put the Amalekites under a “ban”—to kill all men, women, children, and livestock—and then grows furious when Saul saves the Amalekite king and a few animals.16 The Jewish kingdom of Israel, like the Islamic caliphate, expanded and consolidated its power through such wars of conquest. But aside from those who harbor anti-Jewish views, it’s rare to hear talk of Judaism as a religion of the sword or the conflation of the acts of a few (terrorist Baruch Goldstein, for example, who killed twenty-nine Muslims in the 1994 Hebron massacre) with the religion of an entire people.

If both the Qur’an and Jewish scripture have their grislier passages, what then of Christians’ New Testament? Generally, the message of Jesus in the Bible is one of peace, of turning the other cheek. However, in the last book of the New Testament, the tone shifts considerably. According to the Book of Revelations, in the “first battle of the End,” a white horse bearing a mighty warrior issues forth from heaven and from his mouth comes “a sharp sword to strike the pagans with.”17 Unlike the historical description of Saul’s exploits in Jewish scripture, this passage cannot be dismissed as belonging to the violence of the time. The Book of Revelations describes the inevitable violence that will drown a future world in blood, an apocalyptic tradition that has inspired much bloodletting.

The First Crusade, for instance, took place at a time of plagues and portents that reinforced the medieval belief that, a thousand years after the death of Jesus, the end was nigh and a campaign against the Antichrist could help bring the sinful world to its climax.18 Apocalyptic bloodletting came early on in the First Crusade. After just managing to wrest the city of Antioch back from its Muslim rulers in 1098, three years after Pope Urban II’s initial call to arms, the Crusaders proceeded to Jerusalem, the location of the Holy Sepulcher of Jesus’s resurrection. There they inflicted a terrible atrocity on the population, killing 40,000 inhabitants.19 “The heaps of the dead presented an immediate problem for the conquerors,” writes historian Christopher Tyerman in God’s War. “Many of the surviving Muslim population were forced to clear the streets and carry the bodies outside the walls to be burnt in great pyres, whereat they themselves were massacred.”20 Jerusalem’s Jews suffered a similar fate when they gathered in the main synagogue. The Crusaders “barricaded all the exits and stacked all the bundles of wood they could find in a ring around the building,” writes historian Amin Maalouf. “The temple was then put to the torch. Those who managed to escape were massacred in the neighbouring alleyways. The rest were burned alive.”21

For the Crusaders, killing Saracens—as all Muslims and some pagans were called—was a specifically religious duty, a path to heaven.22 The Crusades were armed pilgrimages in which knights and their followers received forgiveness for their sins—and many of them were steeped in sins like theft and murder23—by undertaking a violent expedition endorsed by the pope. Violence and salvation were inextricably linked in the Crusader mind in a fashion inconceivable to the world of Islam at the time.

Christian atrocities were not confined to the Muslim adversary. Crusaders conducted major pogroms against Jews in Europe on their way to their holy land in the Middle East. “It seemed frankly illogical to most of the Crusaders to march thousands of miles to fight Muslims in the Middle East, about whom they knew very little, when the people who had actually killed Christ—or so they believed—were alive and well on their very doorsteps,” writes theologian Karen Armstrong.24 The money extorted or stolen from European Jews additionally helped to finance the expeditions to the Middle East.

Crusaders also killed Christians, lots of them, and it wasn’t just collateral damage. Several Crusades directly targeted the great Christian rival of Byzantium, which formally broke from Rome in 1054. During the Second Crusade, the crusader Reynaud conducted a rampage against Orthodox Christians on the island of Cyprus in 1156, a feat later overshadowed in the Third Crusade when Richard the Lionhearted returned to the island in 1191 to inflict an even greater devastation. But perhaps the most infamous of Crusader atrocities took place against Constantinople, the capital of Byzantium, in 1203. “For three days and nights, the Crusaders murdered, raped, looted, or destroyed everyone and everything they could get their hands on. Untold thousands perished; many more were brutalized, maimed, left homeless,” writes Colin Wells in Sailing from Byzantium. “In the great church of Hagia Sophia . . . looters stripped the silken wall hangings, smashed the icons, tore apart the gold and silver furnishings, and then brought mules inside to load with booty. Some of the mules slipped and fell, unable to regain their footing on the blood-slicked marble floor.”25

The Orthodox were not the only Christians put to the sword during the Crusades. During the Fourth Crusade, before they brutalized Constantinople, the Crusaders famously sacked the Catholic city of Zara—located in present-day Croatia. Only a few years later in 1209, Pope Innocent III declared the first official Crusade against fellow Christians, the heretics of Languedoc in southern France. In one particularly famous battle, the Crusaders surrounded the town of Beziers, a stronghold of the Albigensian heretics. When asked by the Crusaders prior to the attack how they might distinguish between the real Christians and the false ones, the papal legate replied, “Kill them [all]. God will know his own.”26 The Crusaders proceeded to kill every single man, woman, and child in the city, 20,000 in all, much as Saul killed the Amalekites. Not long after, Christendom would launch its first formal Inquisition, against the very same Albigensians, thus linking the two traditions: the war against the enemy without and the war against the enemy within.

One could use this short summary of Crusader cruelty to argue that Christianity is a uniquely intolerant and violent religion that has, despite the explicit teachings of Jesus but certainly in keeping with the Book of Revelations, conducted an unbroken stretch of atrocities against its perceived enemies at home and abroad. But the Crusaders claimed on the contrary that the Saracens were the uniquely and intrinsically cruel party—even though the bloodbaths that took place in Jerusalem, Constantinople, and the island of Cyprus stood in stark contrast to the history of Muslim conquest during this period. Four hundred years before the Crusaders drowned Jerusalem in blood, Caliph ‘Umar conducted no slaughters when he took over the city. Indeed, he even signed a pact with the Christian patriarch Sophronius that pledged, according to Qur’anic teaching, “no compulsion in religion.” Later, when the famous Muslim leader Saladin retook Jerusalem from the Crusaders in 1187, he likewise followed the example of ‘Umar, not only allowing the Christian patriarch to leave the city along with his followers but permitting them to bring their riches with them.27

The Muslim world’s relationship with Jews was even more of a contrast. While Crusaders conducted pogroms in Europe and targeted Jewish populations in the Middle East, Muslim leaders went out of their way to cultivate good ties with the Jewish world. From the beginning, Muslims allowed Jews to worship freely and live peaceably. Indeed, when Saladin invited Jews back to Jerusalem after retaking the city, he inspired a kind of early Zionism as Jews from all over the world streamed back to the region.28

Muslim leaders and military men committed their share of atrocities, both during the initial decades of conquest after the birth of the religion and in the later medieval period. But Muslims showed few of the genocidal impulses of their fellow monotheists. And the violence perpetrated by Muslims during the first 200 years of the Crusades was largely reactive. By the thirteenth century, when the soldier-slaves known as the Mamelukes seized control of the caliphate, writes Armstrong, “finally it looked as though the Christians had reproduced the murderous cruelty and hatred that they had felt for the Muslims in the hearts of the Muslims themselves.”29 In 1291, for instance, the Mamelukes sacked Acre and slaughtered everyone inside the city, a disturbing echo of what the Crusaders did in Jerusalem 200 years before.30 Although the Qur’an tries to split the difference between the Old and New Testament teachings on retribution—“Let evil be rewarded with like evil. But he that forgives and seeks reconcilement shall be rewarded by Allah”31—the Mamelukes elevated vengefulness to a governing principle.32

The point here is not to deny Muslim violence or insist on the irrevocable murderousness of Christianity or Judaism. Rather, all three major monotheistic religions have a tradition of violence. And all three have traditions of tolerance. But the Crusaders projected onto Islam an intolerant violence that justified their own holy rampages, a trick of psychological jujitsu employed as well by our modern-day crusaders.

A corollary to the myth of the inherently violent Muslim is the myth of the inherently uncivilized Muslim. Crusaders imagined that they were engaged in a millennial battle between the forces of barbarism (Islam) and the forces of civilization (Christianity). But in fact, the Crusaders encountered a civilization more advanced in science, medicine, literature, economy, and philosophy. Even Arab farmers, who excelled at irrigation, cotton and silk production, and citrus cultivation, put European peasants to shame.33 At that time, Islam was a truly global civilization, having encountered China long before Marco Polo and benefited greatly from Chinese inventions. In the ninth century, the Baghdad of Harun al-Rashid had a postal service, a sewage system, a free hospital, and several banks with branches as far away as China.34 Palermo, the capital of Muslim Sicily, was one of the great cities of the world until the marauding Normans put a stop to that in 1072.35 The Islamic world boasted universities in Cairo and Fez a full century before Europe managed something comparable.

Christian Europe was the backwater, just as it had been when Charles the Hammer stopped the Muslim advance at the French city of Tours in 732.36 Medieval Europeans knew virtually nothing about the Greek and Roman literature that captivated Muslim thinkers. Indeed, from the Muslim point of view, the Crusaders were armored monsters who engaged in every uncivilized behavior up to and including cannibalism. “In Ma’arra our troops boiled pagan adults in cooking pots,” admits Christian chronicler Radulph of Caen. “They impaled children on spits and devoured them grilled.”37 Inspired to fight by the largely imaginary atrocities conjured up by Pope Urban II, the Crusaders went on to commit real atrocities of their own. Nor did the behavior of the Crusaders improve over the years. Their destruction of Alexandria in 1365, which ironically coincided with the early stirrings of the Renaissance in Italy, was yet another victory of barbarism over civilization.38

Given this history, it is no surprise that the great Scottish philosopher David Hume called the Crusades “the most signal and most durable monument of human folly that has yet appeared in any age or nation.”39

A Global Caliphate?

The myth of the inherently violent Muslim, which the Crusades burned into the very template of Western culture, is rivaled by the myth that Islam is bent on taking over the world. Indeed, the Crusaders justified their violence in order to forestall this horrific contingency. In a 1095 sermon, Pope Urban II reportedly declared, “This little portion of the world which is ours is pressed upon by warlike Turks and Saracens: for three hundred years they have held Spain and the Balearic Islands, and they live in hope of devouring the rest.”40

In its early days, the expanding Islamic empire did indeed imagine an ever-growing dar-al-Islam (House of Islam). By the time of the Crusades, however, this initial burst of enthusiasm for expansion had long been spent. The Islamic world of the Iberian peninsula had already reached its limits, and the caliphate had lost its toehold in Italy. Conquest more often than not came at the expense of other Muslims, as when the Seljuks seized control of Jerusalem and other cities in the Holy Land from their Muslim rivals. So divided was the Muslim world at the time of the First Crusade that no one heeded the few calls to unite and retaliate for the sack of Jerusalem in 1099.41 Still, scholars such as Bernard Lewis have persisted in the delusion that there was a “Muslim pincer grip on Europe” at the time of the Crusades.42

Moreover, the Christian West harbored its own desire to extend the pope’s authority to every corner of the globe. The missionary impulse of Christianity has always been one of its strongest survival traits. Charlemagne pushed aggressively to convert as much of Europe as he could grasp. Forced conversion of Jews took place after the initial European pogroms of the First Crusade. Franciscan and Dominican missionaries set to work in the early thirteenth century to spread the faith in the Muslim world. That early believer in soft power, Francis of Assisi, sat down with Sultan al-Kamil during the Fifth Crusade with the aim of eliminating Islam through conversion.43 Although the tolerance of Muslim rule during the Middle Ages has sometimes been exaggerated, people of various faiths did live more or less harmoniously. Christians and Jews, known as dhimmis, occupied second-class citizenship, but they were generally free to practice their religion and their profession as long as they paid their tax.

These two myths—of inherent violence and global ambitions—led to the firm conviction that Muslims were by nature untrustworthy. Robert of Ketton, a twelfth-century translator of the Qur’an, was typical in badmouthing the prophet Mohammed this way: “Like the liar you are, you everywhere contradict yourself.” Crusaders frequently complained of the perfidy of their foe. For the thirteencentury polemicist Fidentius, the crafty Muslim rulers routinely broke truces so that war, not negotiations, was the only answer.44 The suspicion of untrustworthiness fell as well on any Christian who broached the possibility of coexistence with Islam. Pope Gregory IX, for instance, believed that the thirteenth-century Crusader Frederick II was himself the Antichrist because he developed close relationships with Muslims.

Perfidy, alas, was rather characteristic of the Crusaders themselves. For instance, during one of the more infamous German pogroms, the archbishop of Mainz promised to protect the town’s Jews in exchange for silver, but then fled the scene, so that even the Jews sheltering in his palace were cut down.45 In the sacking of Jerusalem in 1099, Crusaders killed a group of Muslims that the legendary Crusader Tancred himself had given sanctuary to in the al-Aqsa mosque.46 In perhaps the most famous example, immortalized somewhat inaccurately on screen in Ridley Scott’s 2005 film Kingdom of Heaven, the Crusader Reynauld of Châtillon broke the Christian truce with Saladin by attacking pilgrims on the hajj—the obligatory trip to Mecca—not once by twice.

In short, then, the picture of the Muslim handed down from the Crusades was overwhelmingly negative: violent, duplicitous, power-hungry, lustful. But at the same time, Muslims wrung a grudging respect from Christendom. Individual Saracens often won praise for their fighting spirit.47 Saladin, the Kurdish leader who united the Muslim world and retook Jerusalem without massacre or bloodshed, emerged as a respected figure, even a chivalric hero. He appears in Limbo alongside Homer and Plato in Dante’s Inferno (though Mohammed ends up in Hell as a “disseminator of scandal”).

Later, this grudging respect dissipated with the rise of the Ottoman Empire, and stereotypes about Muslims remained strong. The “Turk” replaced the “Saracen” as the very antithesis of everything that Christian Europe represented. The capture of Constantinople in 1453, which marked the end of the Byzantine Empire and the disappearance of the official foothold that Christianity had in the Levant, was as cataclysmic a development for Europe as the Seljuk victories had been 400 years before. The Turks were “mortal enemies” of European Christians, as Thomas More wrote, and Martin Luther too considered them, along with Roman Catholics, to be the Antichrist.48 This anti-Turkish and anti-Muslim sentiment, as scholar Tomaz Mastnak points out, was central to the very first proposals for European union. Even the pacifist Quaker William Penn saw a chief virtue of his seventeenth-century plan for European integration in the “great security it will be to Christians against the inroads of the Turk.”49

Only as the territorial threat of the Ottoman Empire faded did the political utility of these particular Muslim stereotypes lose their strength. As Muslim lands fell one by one to the colonial control of European powers, different stereotypes began to prevail: Muslims as backward and degenerate, lazing in their harems and tea shops. Like other Orientalists, the nineteenth-century French philosopher Ernest Renan portrayed the Muslim as “incapable of learning anything or of opening himself to a new idea.”50 Yet, despite these perceptions of indolence and backwardness, scholars and activists in the Muslim world were very active during this period developing two primary responses to the depredations of colonialism: the secular nationalism that would find expression in Kemal Ataturk’s transformation of Turkey and the religious politics of Islamism that would eventually produce organizations like the Muslim Brotherhood. Only when Muslim actors again became powerful enough to challenge the colonial powers did the earlier Crusader myths, which had lain dormant but never disappeared, re-emerge.

The Myths Today

The disparagement of Muslims in the medieval literature was not simply a function of misinformation.51 Rather the bias served a deep need. A Christian could not justify his own murderous practices unless they were somehow sanctified by the other’s sins. According to Humbert of Romans in 1274, “the Muslims were culpable in the highest degree,” observes one scholar of the period. “The church had the right to wield a sword against both heretics and rebels, and the Muslims were both.”52 Muslim sins justified Christian actions.

Similarly, the myths about Islam that circulate today reflect a deeper truth about the perceptions and anxieties of the fearful. We too must somehow justify our violence, and we look to our majors and our ministers for absolution. Islam “teaches violence,” televangelist Pat Robertson proclaimed in 2005.53 “The Koran teaches violence and most Muslims, including so-called moderate Muslims, openly believe in violence,” declared Major General Jerry Curry (U.S. Army, ret.), who served in the Carter, Reagan, and Bush Sr. administrations.54 Jerry Falwell, on 60 Minutes, called Mohammed a “terrorist” and a “man of war” in contrast to Jesus and Moses.55

As during the Crusades, these characterizations of Islam have resonated at the highest ecclesiastical level. In 2006, Pope Benedict XVI began a speech at the University of Regensburg by quoting the aforementioned passage from Byzantine emperor Manuel II that speaks of Mohammed’s legacy as “evil and inhuman” and citing his command to spread his faith “by the sword.” Facing outraged protests from around the world, Pope Benedict apologized and said that his words were misunderstood.56 But it wasn’t the first time that the pope had distanced himself so clearly from his predecessor, Pope John Paul II, who had made great efforts to repair the breach between Christians, Jews, and Muslims.57 “Not only has he questioned publicly whether Islam can be accommodated in a pluralistic society,” journalist Christopher Caldwell writes approvingly of Benedict’s stance. “He also demoted one of John Paul II’s leading advisers on the Islamic world and tempered his support for a program of inter-religious dialogue run by Franciscan monks at Assisi.”58 Indeed Benedict has emerged as the Pope Urban II of his generation, promoting Christian proselytizing among Muslims and opposing Turkish membership in the European Union because it’s not a Christian country.

Scholars too have perpetuated these core myths. The dean of Middle East studies, Bernard Lewis, made a splash in 1990 with an Atlantic article that fingered Islam itself, rather than colonialism or any other force external to the religion, as the primary source for “Muslim rage.”59 Lewis was later responsible for both the title and some of the more inflammatory content of his friend Samuel Huntington’s best-selling book The Clash of Civilizations. “Muslim bellicosity and violence are late-twentieth century facts which neither Muslims nor non-Muslims can deny,” Huntington wrote in his 1996 book, a sentiment that aptly describes the Crusader mentality of the eleventh century.60

Crusade 2.0 began as a response to the deplorable crimes of 9/11.61 But the shock-and-awe violence of the modern-day crusade of the West is of a different magnitude than the terrorist massacres of September 11, 2001. The U.S.-led war on Iraq produced 25,000 civilian casualties in its first two years.62 A 2006 study by U.S. and Iraqi epidemiologists estimated that more than 600,000 people died who would not have had the 2003 invasion never taken place.63 The aerial bombing of Afghanistan killed more than a thousand civilians in 2002 alone, and another 3,000 people died as an immediate result of the impact of the war.64 Thousands more have died in the ensuing years, and there have been many other civilian casualties in U.S. campaigns in Pakistan, Yemen, and elsewhere. In 2009, Harvard professor Stephen Walt calculated, conservatively, that the United States had killed nearly 300,000 Muslims over the last 30 years compared to only 10,000 U.S. fatalities at the hands of Muslims.65

The violence of Crusade 2.0, according to its apologists, has all been for worthy goals: ejecting the Taliban, dethroning Saddam Hussein, introducing democracy, guaranteeing the right of self-determination. “Our” violence has been instrumental, a regrettable means toward laudable ends that obscures other motives such as securing access to oil and natural gas. “Their” violence, on the other hand, results from their inherent iniquity and their millennial ambitions. “The ultimate goal of Islam is to rule the world,” warns ex-Muslim Ali Sina.66 Even the building of Park51 in lower Manhattan is presented as just another gambit in this age-old power grab: “This is Islamic domination and expansionism,” writes right-wing blogger Pamela Geller, who made the “Ground Zero Mosque” into a media obsession.67

In the Islamophobic universe, it’s not just al-Qaeda that wants to take over the world. According to this view, the Muslim Brotherhood has set up shop around the planet to infiltrate Western society, and the Saudi state has spent millions of dollars of its oil revenues to disseminate its version of Wahhabism, the notoriously intolerant eighteenth-century variant of Islam. But, as observers as politically divergent as Reza Aslan and Daniel Pipes agree, these actions constitute not a clash of civilizations but a clash within a civilization to which the West is largely an observer.68 The Sunni Wahhabis are competing against rival interpretations of Islam, particularly the extremist al-Qaeda, Shi’ite Iran, and various offshoots of the Muslim Brotherhood. This is the real battle for the hearts and minds of Muslims, not the largely unsuccessful U.S.-led counterinsurgency efforts. Concludes foreign policy analyst William Pfaff, “The objectives of the Islamist movement are to purify Islam and the practices of Muslims and remove Western influence—not to conquer the West.”69

On this issue of expansionism, we are again projecting our own anxieties upon our adversaries. The United States rejects the term “empire”—for that contradicts the republican ideals of the Founding Fathers—and yet we have struggled to sustain the “unipolar moment” in which we reign as sole superpower. The neoconservatives in the Bush administration spoke with almost messianic fervor of promoting democracy in order to remap the Middle East along geopolitical lines more favorable to U.S. influence. Even more direct with their conversion aims were the Christian missionaries who rushed to the Middle East in the wake of the U.S. military, some of them explicitly invited to “do good” by an administration committed to faith-based charity. A new generation of these missionaries has been targeting the “10/40 window”—the huge swath of territory between the 40th parallel to the north and the 10th parallel to the south—which just happens to be home to the largest communities of Muslims.70 In the U.S. military, too, a powerful faction promotes what whistleblower Mickey Weinstein calls the “Talibanization” of the services, with the Officers’ Christian Fellowship and their enlisted counterpart responding to Deputy Undersecretary of Defense for Intelligence William Boykin’s infamous 2003 recruitment call for “warriors of God’s kingdom.”71 The shock jocks on the home front speak an even cruder vernacular. “These people [Arabs and Muslims] need to be forcibly converted to Christianity,” observes right-wing radio host Michael Savage. “It’s the only thing that can probably turn them into human beings.”72

Islamophobes have revived the notion that Muslims are inherently duplicitous, that they might seem to be engaged in inter-religious dialogue but are secretly plotting their take-over.73 Consider the different interpretations of “Islamism.” This term applies to anyone who, as analyst Graham Fuller defines it, “believes that Islam as a body of faith has something important to say about how politics and society should be ordered in the contemporary Muslim world and who seeks to implement this idea in some fashion.”74 Islamists of different political tendencies have formed parties to compete in elections all over the world. But the way Islamophobes use the term, Islamism has embedded within it all the stereotypes inherited from the Crusades. Algerian politician Said Sadi, for instance, argues that a “moderate Islamist is someone who does not have the means of acting ruthlessly to seize power immediately.”75 Violent, duplicitous, and power-hungry: he managed to hit all the clichés in seventeen words.

In the United States, meanwhile, Islamophobes presumed all Muslims to be guilty in the aftermath of 9/11: not just duplicitous but traitorous as well. “American Muslims must face their either/or,” writes the novelist Edward Cline, “to repudiate Islam or remain a quiet, sanctioning fifth column.”76 Even American Muslims in high places like Congressman Keith Ellison have not been above suspicion. In a 2006 CNN interview with the Minnesota Democrat, Glenn Beck said, “I have been nervous about this interview with you, because what I feel like saying is, ‘Sir, prove to me that you are not working with our enemies.’”77 The onus, in other words, is on Muslims to prove that they are of the “good” variety rather than the “bad” variety. Many Americans have already made up their minds. According to one 2011 poll, one-third of Americans believe that Muslim-Americans are “not supportive” of the United States and are “too extreme” in their beliefs.78

To disseminate these myths, Islamophobes have revived other traditions from the Crusades era. It was common in the Middle Ages, for instance, to write scurrilous biographies of the prophet Mohammed.79 Robert Spencer, the founder of JihadWatch, has updated the tradition with The Truth about Muhammad: Founder of the World’s Most Intolerant Religion, which repeats all of the classic myths—about intolerance, about pedophilia—much as an anti-Jewish person would parrot that infamous forgery, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion.80 Then there is the tradition of deliberately blaspheming Islam in order to provoke a violent response, as the Córdoba martyrs did in the ninth century by denouncing Mohammed in such public places as mosques during prayer times.81 In our time, the burning of Qur’ans follows in this tradition of deliberate provocation, this time under the cover of free speech.

The myths of Islamophobia concerning the inherent violence, treachery, and global ambitions of Islam flourish in our era just as they did almost a millennium ago. In their cunning conflation of a certain type of Islamic radicalism with Islam itself, these myths have provided a language and an imagery for today’s Islamophobia. According to this dynamic, the West rationalizes its own atrocities by emphasizing the hostile intent and inherent guilt of the presumed adversary.

But current anti-Islamic sentiment is not simply the Crusades warmed over. The political impetus for Crusade 2.0 comes from a Manichean conflict of a more recent vintage.


TWO

Islam: The New Communism

In 1951, the CIA and the emerging anticommunist elite, including soon-to-be-president Dwight Eisenhower, created the Crusade for Freedom as a key component of a growing psychological warfare campaign against the Soviet Union and its East European satellite. The language of this “crusade” was intentionally religious. It reached out to “peoples deeply rooted in the heritage of western civilization” but who were also living under the “crushing weight of a godless dictatorship.”1 In its call for the liberation of the communist world, it echoed the nearly thousand-year-old crusader rhetoric of recovering Jerusalem and other outposts of Christianity. These were both civilizational wars.

In America’s Cold War theology, the Soviet Union replaced the Islamic world as the threatening infidel. However unconsciously, the old crusader myths about Islam translated remarkably easily into governing assumptions about the communist enemy: the Soviets and their allies were bent on taking over the world, could not be trusted with their rhetoric of peaceful coexistence, and therefore imperiled Western civilization. They also fought with unique savagery—think of the Chinese “hordes” during the Korean War—and a willingness to martyr themselves for the greater ideological good.

Some analysts made the explicit connection. Communism, French sociologist Jules Monnerot argued in the 1940s, was the new Islam. Both were religions. And both were totalitarian in nature, in the sense that they aspired to subject the individual to total control, had “a detailed plan for social order,” and embraced “an egalitarianism in theory that often becomes oppression in practice.”2 In the mid-1950s, Bernard Lewis offered a similar assessment. Both Islam and communism “profess a totalitarian doctrine, with complete and final answers to all questions on heaven and earth,” he wrote in an influential essay. “The answers are different in every respect, alike only in their finality and completeness, and in the contrast they offer with the eternal questioning of Western man.”3 Even though the Marxist ideology issued from the Western tradition, Communists were just like Muslims in their contempt for individualism.

Academic arguments were one thing, geopolitical realities quite another. The pragmatically oriented U.S. government in fact perceived Islam as an ally against godless communism during the Cold War. In 1957, a commission created by Eisenhower concluded that “Islam and Christianity have a common spiritual base in the belief that a divine power governs and directs human life and aspirations while communism is purely atheistic materialism.”4 Indeed, countries with a Muslim majority—Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey, Pakistan—would emerge as key allies against communism. Even before World War II came to a close, Franklin Roosevelt met secretly with King Abdul-Aziz ibn Saud to conclude an agreement granting Washington access to Saudi Arabian oil in exchange for a promise to respect the sovereignty of the king’s new country.5 Washington also cultivated close ties with Turkey, which it brought into NATO in 1952, and worked subsequently to bind Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, and Turkey in the Central Treaty Organization to prevent Soviet expansion into the Middle East.

This was not enough. Washington was so obsessed with its new crusade against communism that, on the theory that my enemy’s enemy is my friend, it nurtured radical Islam as an additional weapon during the Cold War. As journalist Robert Dreyfuss ably details in his book Devil’s Game, the U.S. funding of the mujahideen in Afghanistan after the Soviet Union’s 1979 invasion was only the most well-known part of the anticommunist crusade in the Islamic world.6 To undermine Arab nationalists and leftists who might align themselves with the Soviet Union, the United States worked with Iranian mullahs and facilitated the spread of the Muslim Brotherhood. In 1962, for instance, the United States used the Brotherhood in an effort to overthrow a pro-Nasser regime in Yemen.7 Even Saudi proselytism met with favor in Washington. “Saudi efforts to Islamicize the region were seen as powerful and effective and likely to be successful,” Dreyfuss quotes a CIA official. “We loved that. We had an ally against communism.”8

Two events in 1979 transformed U.S. flirtation with Sunni extremists inspired by Saudi Wahhabism into a solid marriage of convenience. In Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini rode a wave of Shi’ite radicalism to overthrow the U.S.-backed Shah of Iran. Then, at the very end of the year, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. To counterbalance Shi’ite Iran and defeat the Russians, the United States began funneling weapons to the mujahideen—“those who do jihad”—who were a mix of foreign and indigenous Muslim fighters. Washington even brought some of these fighters to train with the Green Berets and Navy SEALs at facilities in the United States.9 When the Soviet Union fell apart in 1991, the U.S. government no longer needed the mujahideen. The marriage of convenience between Sunni extremists and the U.S. government dissolved, and jihad again became a bad word as Osama bin Laden and his band of former mujahideen gradually turned their attention to their next superpower target.

Although the Cold War ended in Europe in 1991, many of its concepts would live on, though the terms had become suddenly reversed. Where communism resembled the once-powerful Islam, in Monnerot’s analysis of the 1940s, suddenly Islam began to resemble the once-powerful communism. Where analysts once spoke of a convergence between communism and fascism, they now spoke of a convergence between Islam and fascism. Where policy makers once held their noses to team up with Islamists against communists, now they made common cause with other unlikely allies to battle their former Islamist allies. And after fifty years of ascribing violence, duplicity, and imperial ambitions to the communists, the West tailored these concepts once again to fit their original Crusades-era target: Muslims.

In Search of the Next Big Enemy

The Soviet threat justified an unprecedented expansion of the U.S. national security apparatus and the U.S. military budget. Because of the Soviet Union, the United States poured money into Europe, Japan, and South Korea to rebuild their war-torn societies, fought major conflicts in Korea and Vietnam, and waged countless proxy wars across the Third World. The very structure of U.S. power in the world rested on an anticommunist rationale: to lead and protect the Free World.

The collapse of the Cold War system left the United States in a unique global position of power with an extensive network of overseas bases, a huge military budget that sustained a Pentagon bureaucracy and myriad domestic manufacturers, and a diplomatic outlook nurtured by a tradition of exceptionalism. Adversaries remained. But no country posed a global challenge, and, frankly, none offered even a regional threat. Talk of “imperial overstretch”—inspired by historian Paul Kennedy’s 1987 book The Rise and Fall of Great Powers—was quickly replaced by the triumphalism of the “end of history” as the United States celebrated its “unipolar moment.”10 But this very phrase produced a nagging anxiety, for a “moment” can be fleeting. How could the United States avoid irrelevance, isolationism, or, in the worse-case scenario of the emerging neoconservative movement, a tepid internationalism? Foreign policy elites in Washington began to sound almost nostalgic for the days of a clarifying adversary. The search for such an adversary was on. “The ideal enemy for America,” wrote political scientist Samuel Huntington, “would be ideologically hostile, racially and culturally different, and militarily strong enough to pose a credible threat to American security.”11

As a result of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the subsequent U.S. counterattack in 1991, Saddam Hussein emerged as an enemy that could potentially sustain this unipolar moment. “How do you show the world that you’re still a superpower?” observes Middle East analyst Phyllis Bennis. “You don’t announce it at a press conference. No, you go to war. You go to war against Saddam Hussein.”12 The Iraqi dictator called on the world’s Muslims to wage jihad against the Western invaders, but as with similar calls during the First Crusade, the Muslim world did not band together. Indeed, most Muslim countries (Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan) sided with Washington. The United States, too, stopped short of a full crusade by not proceeding to Baghdad and dethroning Hussein. In its construction of a “new world order,” the George H.W. Bush administration showed other signs of reticence as well. It withdrew nuclear weapons from Korea, tried to pressure Israel into compromising in the Middle East, and stayed out of the Yugoslav wars. Hawkish critics fretted that the unipolar moment might be passing.

The Clinton administration tried something different. It initially proposed an “assertive multilateralism” and some version of a peace dividend that shifted resources from the military sector to civilian use. But the fiasco of U.S. military intervention in Somalia, the hesitation to respond to the Rwandan genocide, and disagreements with Europe over what to do in disintegrating Yugoslavia prompted a rethink on the multilateralism front. The administration ultimately did an about-face and reverted to knee-jerk unilateralism. It ended up rejecting key international treaties, undertaking military actions in Iraq and Kosovo without UN approval, pushing hard on military exports, and, in general, insisting that the United States was, as Secretary of State Madeleine Albright put it, an “indispensable nation.” The “ideal enemy” of the period was the “rogue state.” As political scientist Robert Littwak explained at the time, “The Clinton administration’s rogue-state policy takes a disparate group of states—North Korea, Iran, Iraq, Libya, and Cuba—and essentially demonizes them for purposes of political mobilization.”13 But the U.S. public was unenthusiastic about Washington adopting the mantle of world’s cop to confront every rogue and prevent every humanitarian disaster.14 The emerging neoconservative movement, meanwhile, urged a more vigorous pursuit of “monsters to destroy,” as William Kristol and Robert Kagan argued in an anti-Clinton broadside in Foreign Affairs. “Having defeated the ‘evil empire,’ the United States enjoys strategic and ideological predominance,” they wrote. “The first objective of U.S. foreign policy should be to preserve and enhance that predominance.”15

For those looking for an enemy worthy of the United States, which could justify enormous military expenditures and heightened vigilance on the home front, one threat lurking on the horizon looked more promising than certifiable rogues like Serbia’s Slobodan Milosevic or Iraq’s Saddam Hussein. Al-Qaeda, “the base” that Osama bin Laden founded in Afghanistan in 1988, traced its lineage to Sayyid Qutb, an Egyptian militant who favored the use of violence to reestablish an Islamic caliphate.16 Al-Qaeda was not happy with the way certain Middle Eastern governments had cozied up to the United States. It was particularly furious at U.S. troops setting up bases in Saudi Arabia, the sacred land of pilgrimage, as part of the first Gulf War.17 Nor was it very happy with Islamist groups like the Muslim Brotherhood that were endorsing participation in democratic elections. Al-Qaeda launched its first major attack against Western targets with the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993. The embassy bombings in Kenya and Tanzania followed in 1998 and then the attack on the USS Cole in Aden in October 2000.

Al-Qaeda’s ideology promised a militancy far more bracing than communism, though its aspirations still far exceeded its logistical capacity. Al-Qaeda was destructive, but tiny. Islam, on the other hand, was huge.

The emergence of Islam as the new “big enemy” was somewhat slow in coming. Bernard Lewis, in his 1990 essay “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” acknowledged that although Islam was a formidable adversary, this “Muslim rage” had not fully engaged the United States: “There is no Cuba, no Vietnam, in the Muslim world, and no place where American forces are involved as combatants or even as ‘advisers.’”18 Daniel Pipes, who would later emerge as one of the chief ideologues who played up the new Islamic threat, wrote in a National Review article published a year after the fall of the Berlin Wall that terrorism and lack of democracy in the Muslim world troubled him, but “none of this justifies seeing Muslims as the paramount enemy.”19 Head of the CIA R. James Woolsey, another future mover of the Islamophobic agenda, concurred in 1994: “we should not accept the notion that the ‘Red Menace’ that dominated our lives for nearly a half a century is now being replaced by a ‘Green Menace’ sweeping throughout the Arab world.”20

The few voices that called for a new crusade were tentative. In a 1990 editorial, the Times of London opined that “almost every month the threat from the Warsaw Pact diminishes; but every year, for the rest of this decade and beyond, the threat from fundamentalist Islam will grow.”21 In 1995, NATO Secretary General Willy Claes announced that “Islamic fundamentalism is at least as dangerous as Communism was.”22 But the uproar that greeted his remarks led to a quick retraction.23 The following year, Elaine Sciolino showcased the debate over the Islamic threat in the New York Times Magazine but didn’t come down on one side or the other.24

What was missing was a systematic way of understanding the new enemies of the post–Cold War period. In a 1993 issue of Foreign Affairs, Samuel Huntington published “The Clash of Civilizations” that described a new “pattern of conflict” for world politics, a set of fault lines that rearranged the world into a new map. History was not ending, he argued, but nation-states would not be responsible for the new types of conflicts engulfing the planet. The struggles of the twenty-first century would pit the great civilizations against each other: Western, Confucian, Japanese, Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American, possibly African. But it was the Islamic civilization that posed the greatest threat for it possessed “bloody borders” wherever it abutted other traditions.25 Although Huntington’s thesis suffered from numerous flaws—many conflicts in the post–Cold War period, for instance, were within not between his so-called civilizations—it became an influential way of looking at the world, particularly the Muslim world.

The building blocks were in place. According to an emerging Islamophobic consensus, Muslims were angry, very angry, and this anger came from within their tradition rather than from decades of domination at the hands of colonial powers or forced secularization by reformers like Kemal Ataturk in Turkey. The Islamic civilization was inherently violent and posed a cultural challenge to the West, and organizations like al-Qaeda had even attacked U.S. targets overseas. To qualify as an enemy of the first rank, this emerging adversary just needed to prove that it could, as in the Middle Ages, directly threaten Western territory and its sacred sites.

The Rise of “Islamofascism”

On September 11, 2001, al-Qaeda went from being a threat to being the threat. Though it was a small outfit, didn’t possess weapons of mass destruction or valuable territory, and was marginal even within the world of political Islam, al-Qaeda managed to command the attention of the United States like no other challenger in the post–Cold War era. What it lacked in conventional power, it made up for in audacity by launching an attack on U.S. soil—against the premier symbols of Western economic and military power. With this one act, it managed to turn Islam once again into an existential threat to the West.

The initial target of the George W. Bush administration after September 11 was not Islamic extremists per se but terrorism. The “global war on terror” was a vague phrase that not only suffered from being a category error—it was impossible to wage war on a technique or against a non-state actor—but could equally apply to other groups on the U.S. list of terrorist organizations such as Basque Fatherland and Liberty or on its list of state sponsors of terror like Cuba. Many right-wing observers were not happy with this loose phrase because it didn’t finger Islam or even radical Islam.26

In his 2002 State of the Union address, Bush tried out a different approach: the infamous phrase “axis of evil” that linked Iraq, Iran, and North Korea, the last thrown in to preempt charges of Islamophobia. The original proposal from speechwriter David Frum had been “axis of hatred,” but his colleague Michael Gerson, an evangelical Christian, wanted something more theological. As Frum explains further, the term “axis” was designed to conjure up images of fascism. “Much as they quarreled with each other, Iraq, Iran, Hezbollah and al-Qaida shared beliefs that harked back to European fascism: Disdain for free inquiry and rational thought, a celebration of death and murder, and obsessive anti-Semitism,” he wrote. “They all resented the power of the West, and they all despised the humane values of democracy.”27 The “axis of evil” was an important intermediary term between the “global war on terror” (GWOT) introduced in the immediate aftermath of the attacks and the later embrace of “Islamofascism.” Its fusion of the theological and the geopolitical captured the essence of Crusade 2.0.

Eventually the Bush administration would try to reframe the conflict once again. In 2005, public support for U.S. involvement in Iraq was fading. Bush needed a framework that could make sense of his foreign policy. He needed a threat big enough and durable enough, with Saddam Hussein gone and the 9/11 attacks retreating into memory, to justify American sacrifices: soldiers lost, money spent, civil liberties abridged, and critical issues such as climate change and China’s rise ignored. In an October 2005 speech at the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), the president introduced the term “Islamofascism” into the presidential discourse. Rather than simply being a handful of evildoers hiding out in caves somewhere along the Afghan-Pakistan border, Islamofascism was a civilizational threat comparable to the Soviets, an enemy that required national mobilization.

“The murderous ideology of the Islamic radicals is the great challenge of our new century,” Bush said in the NED speech. “Yet in many ways, this fight resembles the struggle against communism in the last century.” He went on to enumerate the similarities: both communists and Islamofascists were elitist, had a “cold-blooded contempt for human life,” and pursued “totalitarian aims.”28

The linking of Islam and fascism was not new. Historians had explored the connections between Muslims and Nazis before and during World War II.29 The Baath movement—which produced ruling parties in Iraq and Syria—had roots in earlier fascist movements. When scholar Malise Ruthven coined the phrase “Islamo-fascism” in a 1990 article, he had in mind dictatorial governments, some of which were allied with the United States, like Pakistan and Morocco.30 Newt Gingrich later played around with the term “totalitarian Islam” to describe Iran.31 After 9/11, however, writers like Christopher Hitchens and academics like Bassam Tibi redeployed the term “Islamofascism” to describe the Islamist opposition to those dictatorial governments. Suddenly, it was no longer just al-Qaeda that was “totalitarian,” but a whole group of Islamists who constituted something like the all-encompassing Soviet state and system.32 For instance, the Muslim Brotherhood, according to Tibi, aspired to fuse religion and state into a global system demanding total allegiance through an Islamic variant of Trotsky’s “permanent revolution,” Stalin’s instrumental internationalism, and Lenin’s vanguardism.33 This union of anticommunism and Orientalism offered a view of political Islam as unitary and opaque, with operatives as hidebound, fanatical, and incapable of change as the communists were once assumed to be.34 Here, finally, was Huntington’s “ideal enemy,” not just a few al-Qaeda radicals but millions of Islamofascists, all marching in lock step.

Once President Bush finally embraced the rhetoric of Islamofascism, the hard right shifted into overdrive. In his book World War IV, Norman Podhoretz, the publisher of Commentary magazine, urged his readers to rise to the new challenge just as the greatest generation took on fascism and their children confronted the Soviet Union.35 Like Pope Urban II summoning the first Crusaders, Podhoretz implied that the battle was even more epic than anything that had come before, a confrontation of truly biblical proportions with an adversary of between 125 and 200 million people that outnumbered all the fascists and communists who had ever lived (given the population of China alone, this was truly an odd assertion).36 For Daniel Pipes, who was finally getting around to seeing Islam as the paramount enemy, the threat was much worse than what communism offered because communists only disagreed with Western politics whereas Islamists “despise the entire Western way of life.”37

The “Islamofascism” school—which also includes Donald Rumsfeld, David Horowitz, Bill O’Reilly, and Pamela Geller—treats the Islamic world as a modern Communist International where Arab governments and radical Islamists work hand in glove. Absent is any appreciation that the Syrian, Egyptian, and Saudi Arabian governments have launched their own attacks on radical Islam. The sharp divides between the Iranian regime and the Taliban, between the Jordanian government and the Palestinians, between Shi’ites and Sunni in Iraq, and even among Kurds all disappear in the totalitarian blender, just as anticommunists generally failed to distinguish between the communist hardliner Leonid Brezhnev and the communist reformer Mikhail Gorbachev. This fundamental misunderstanding of the world of Islam unfortunately extends beyond the far right.

Jihad Liberals

Conservatives and liberals once waged the Cold War together. Democrats like Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson joined with their conservative colleagues to pursue the containment of the Soviet Union and China, the rollback of perceived threats in Korea and Vietnam, and large-scale increases in budgets for the Pentagon and intelligence community. The failures of the Vietnam War fractured this liberal-conservative consensus, as liberals began to oppose the war and a hard right began to question Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger’s realpolitik engagement with Russian and Chinese communism. From this broken consensus emerged the neoconservative movement, which linked hawkish Democrats and Republicans who disliked détente and the “Vietnam syndrome” constraints on U.S. power.

Some liberals, too, eventually sought to exorcise the ghosts of Vietnam by attempting to recover the “fighting spirit” of Truman. They supported humanitarian interventions during the Clinton era to beat back aggressors like Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia and warlords in Somalia. After 9/11, the writer Michael Ignatieff took to calling this new muscular liberalism “empire lite,” for it relied on overwhelming U.S. military force not to create dependent colonies but rather to build new nations out of chaos and save threatened populations from genocide.38 These rebranded liberals, many of whom supported the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 because it deposed an authentic tyrant, put the struggle against injustice, if necessary by military means, at the center of their thinking. Since this empirelite approach corresponds with the external struggle of the lesser jihad of Islam—not to be confused with the greater jihad that involves an internal effort to master one’s desires—Ignatieff and other such thinkers are best described as jihad liberals.

Take the case of Peter Beinart, the former New Republic editor. His 2006 book The Good Fight was a literal call to arms for liberals and progressives. By invoking the older generation of Cold War liberals who crafted their muscular philosophy in the struggle against communism, Beinart urged his fellow liberals, who had grown complacent and even isolationist in their instincts, to join the fight against the “totalitarian movement” of “jihadist terrorism.”39 If Serbian aggression in Bosnia in the 1990s justified the overriding of the traditional progressive resistance to U.S. military intervention, the Taliban and Salafists offered an even stronger rationale to fight in the twenty-first century.40 This threat prompted Beinart to support the U.S. invasion of Iraq and the larger fight against Islamofascism. “In the liberal vision,” he writes, “there is no contradiction between recognizing that our enemies are not intrinsically evil, and recognizing that they must be fought, just as there is no contradiction between recognizing that although we are not intrinsically good, we must still fight them.”41

For other jihad liberals like Paul Berman, the enemy is indeed intrinsically evil. In both Terror and Liberalism (2003) and The Flight of the Intellectuals (2010), Berman sketches out a genealogy of evil, from Muslim collaboration with the Nazis and Palestinian suicide bombers to Saddam Hussein’s megalomaniacal tyranny and al-Qaeda’s death cult.42 That Hussein had no connection to al-Qaeda, that al-Qaeda’s dream of a caliphate did not jibe with the Palestinian state constructed by Hamas, that Saudi Arabia feared bin Laden as much as the United States did, none of this mattered, any more than the doctrinal differences between Moscow and Beijing did for hard-core cold warriors. The intrinsic evil of each element qualified its inclusion in Berman’s catch-all category of Islamofascism, which he defines as the antithesis of liberal values.43

In Berman’s theology, the devil doesn’t come in a sulfurous cloud brandishing a pitchfork or dressed in a suicide vest. Rather, the object of Berman’s most assiduous attacks, Swiss-born Muslim scholar Tariq Ramadan, is urbane, academic, and dressed in a suit. Since it is not so obvious that Ramadan is a representative of Islamofascism, Berman must work hard to expose him. He deconstructs Ramadan’s past and prose to demonstrate that, after all, the scholar embodies all the worst qualities of his religion: violence, treachery, and imperial ambition. Because Ramadan’s father and grandfather were instrumental in establishing the Muslim Brotherhood, Ramadan too must at some essential level ascribe to the same belief system. This becomes somewhat difficult given Ramadan’s explicit condemnation of terrorism. So Berman constructs a syllogism that would have met the high standards of the Inquisition: “1) Ramadan condemns terrorism. 2) He wants to understand terrorism, though not to justify it. 3) He understands terrorism so tenderly that he ends up justifying it. 4) He justifies it so thoroughly that he ends up defending it.”44 Berman simply ignores Ramadan’s denunciations of anti-Semitism. And when he can’t find evidence for any of his claims that Ramadan is a closet extremist, Berman indulges in pure conjecture: “The combination of these several tones, the affectless and the furious, makes you wonder yet again—makes me, at least, wonder—if some quirk in his thinking hasn’t been conveniently hidden from sight. A theory about conspiratorial Jews, maybe? A few ideas concerning terrorism?”45 This is a witch-hunt world where, as journalist Stephan Salisbury puts it, “absence of evidence is evidence itself.”46 It doesn’t matter what Muslims say because, according to the old Crusade myth, they are inherently untrustworthy. As writer Arun Kundnani observes, “Whatever a ‘moderate Islamist’ argues, the outcome is always the same—support for Hamas, if not al-Qaida.”47

Like their ultra-conservative cousins, jihad liberals of the secular fundamentalist variety don’t bother with fine distinctions. They dispense with tolerance in the social sphere much as Berman and Beinart dispensed with caution in the foreign policy arena. “We are not fighting a ‘war on terror,’” writes Sam Harris, the author of several books promoting atheism. “We are fighting a pestilential theology and a longing for paradise.”48 Comrade-in-arms Richard Dawkins indulges in similar Islamophobia with his labeling of the religion as a “great evil.”49 Alas, secularists can embody the crusading spirit as fully as their religious brethren. Like the Crusaders of old, they portray Islam as an inherently violent and unchangeable system that threatens “our” civilization.

Ironically, all this discussion about Islamofascism has been taking place at the same time that political Islam itself was undergoing a dramatic transformation. Just as rightwing activists and jihad liberals were trying to demonize political Islam as totalitarian and thus fixed in place like a fly in amber, the object of their worst fears was evolving faster than anyone ever anticipated.

Islam Modernizing

In 1989, revolutions spread through Eastern Europe and unseated communist regimes. The same winds of change blew away apartheid in South Africa and encouraged activists in China to gather in Tiananmen Square. The Muslim world was not immune to these developments. To stave off more radical demands, King Hussein in Jordan permitted the country’s first semi-free elections in 1989 just days before the fall of the Berlin Wall. Islamists did well, even joining the cabinet. Three years later, the parliament legalized political parties. But King Hussein then backtracked on democratic reforms, and Jordan has been stuck politically ever since. The main opposition Islamic Action Front alleged vote-rigging by the government in 2007 and boycotted the 2010 elections.50

The Jordanian royal family, like other autocrats in the region, was worried about the other post-1989 political scenario in the Middle East: Algeria. In local elections in 1990, an Islamic party in Algeria won 62 percent of the vote. In the national elections the following year, the new party Front Islamique du Salut won more seats than any other. The Algerian government took a dim view of this democratic development, however. With French support, it banned the new party, threw its leaders in jail, and sent thousands of activists to detention camps in the Sahara desert. A civil war ensued that left more than 100,000 dead.51

The overturning of an election followed by gross human rights abuses would ordinarily have elicited a strong condemnation from Washington. Instead, the United States acquiesced to the changes, just as it did a couple years earlier when the Turkish military’s “soft coup” of 1997 removed an Islamist prime minister. To avoid charges of anti-Islamic bias, U.S. officials couched their “Islamist exception” in universalist terms. The U.S. government opposed what it called “one person, one vote, one time.”52 In common parlance, this translated into a fear that Islamist parties would use democratic means to rise to power and then kick away the democratic ladder beneath them. Authoritarian governments in the region have repressed their Islamist oppositions knowing full well that the “Islamist exception” will protect them—but usually not repressing them out of existence since having a few Islamists on hand reminds Washington of the dangers of pushing too hard for democratic reforms.

The idée fixe that Islamists are the problem, not the authoritarian regimes running Middle Eastern countries into the ground, owes much to the Orientalist notion that Islam retards economic and political development. According to scholars like Bernard Lewis, Islam might have encouraged innovation in the Middle Ages, when the West was in its barbaric infancy, but in the modern age Islam has been the glass ceiling that prevents the rise of entrepreneurs and democrats alike.53

However inaccurate this contention might have been in the past, it was visibly nonsensical at the time of Crusade 2.0. Turkey has emerged as a vibrant democracy and a major foreign policy player. Indonesia, the world’s most populous Muslim country, is now the largest economy in Southeast Asia and the eighteenth largest economy in the world. In both cases, Islam-influenced parties played key roles in the transformation. And once they won, they did not, as some feared, kick the democratic ladder out from underneath them. They played by the rules during the elections and have observed those rules once in power. “Since the early 1990s,” writes Philip Howard in The Digital Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, “23 Muslim countries have developed more democratic institutions, with fairly run elections, energized and competitive political parties, greater civil liberties, or better legal protections for journalists.”54

Even organizations that the United States has maintained on its terrorism list, such as Hezbollah and Hamas, made the decision to engage in the political process. Both organizations played a key role in organizing civil society in Lebanon and Gaza. Both ultimately backed away from terrorism to focus instead on participation in the political process. Hezbollah first fielded candidates for political office in 1992 and has been represented in the Lebanese parliament ever since, even holding at various times several positions in the Lebanese government. Hamas, meanwhile, won parliamentary elections in 2006, took over governing of Gaza, and immediately faced a political boycott by Israel and the United States. It continues to maintain a military wing, but it has largely stopped its earlier campaign of suicide bombing and “approximately 90 percent of its work is in social, welfare, cultural, and educational activities,” according to Israeli scholar Reuven Paz.55 Like other organizations branded as terrorist—the Irish Republican Army, the African National Congress—both Hamas and Hezbollah used violence to achieve their goals but morphed into political entities when given an authentic opportunity to do so. As Geula Cohen, former member of the Jewish terrorist organization Lehi, put it, “Every movement for freedom throughout history was forced to use means of force, guns, and so on because when you are a minority, you can’t fight the government face-to-face.”56 Lehi, otherwise known as the Stern Gang, eventually became part of the Israeli Defense Forces.

The Muslim Brotherhood, probably the most influential Islamist organization with chapters all over the world, has made a similar transformation, renouncing its earlier support of violence. The Brotherhood encompasses many different types of groups, write Robert Leiken and Steven Brooke in a 2007 Foreign Affairs article, but “all reject global jihad while embracing elections and other features of democracy.”57 As the Egyptian Brotherhood’s 2004 Initiative for Reform reads, “Comprehensive reform cannot be achieved except by implementing democracy, which we believe in, and whose fundamentals we commit ourselves to.”58 The French scholar Gilles Kepel makes an apt comparison between the Brotherhood and the Eurocommunists of the 1970s, who broke with Soviet orthodoxy to participate in democratic elections and stake out a more neutral foreign policy.59

Those who work in Muslim communities are very clear about the distinction between political Islam and violent militants. In one particularly telling example, the British authorities worked with the Muslim Association of Britain (MAB), a Western offshoot of the Brotherhood, to take over the Finsbury Park mosque from the followers of Abu Hamza, an extremist Egyptian cleric. Robert Lambert, the former head of the Muslim Contact Unit in the London Metropolitan Police and one of the masterminds of the MAB’s takeover of the Finsbury Park mosque, “believes that only groups like MAB and even nonviolent Salafis have the street credibility to challenge the narrative of al-Qaeda and influence young Muslims.”60

Political Islam, in other words, has been undergoing a major transformation. Although a smaller number of militants continue to embrace terrorism, all the major Islamist forces have moved in the opposite direction. Meanwhile, the “Islamofascist” conflation of al-Qaeda and these movements of political Islam, two formations with antithetical goals, “has served only to strengthen those who want ‘to burn down the system,’” as analyst Alistair Crooke has argued.61

Within the religion as well, ferment has been taking place. Scholars such as Taha Husayn, Amin al-Khuli, and Ahmad Khalafalla have challenged the notion that the Qur’an is the literal word of God.62 Imam Amina Wadud, professor and activist Ingrid Mattson, and Zainah Anwar of the Malaysian group Sisters in Islam have brought a feminist perspective to the practice of Islam. John Esposito, a specialist in Islam who was once in Catholic seminary, compares the changes taking place within Islam to the transformations inside Catholicism that culminated in the Second Vatican Council between 1962 and 1965. It was, Esposito recalls, a vanguard of reformers who made the difference. “In the Muslim world, there is a burgeoning group, a significant group but still a vanguard of Muslim religious reformers,” he says. “It’s not just older figures but also there’s a younger generation who have been educated within their countries or in western countries where much of the thinking on religious pluralism has been going on.”63

In the economic realm, too, the world of Islam has been changing rapidly. In Turkey, for instance, Islam was not only an important ingredient in political change. It was also at the heart of the country’s economic surge at the outset of the twenty-first century. Istanbul became the center of a laboring, thinking, and creating class that faced both westward toward Europe and the United States and eastward toward the Middle East and Central Asia. Central Anatolia and its key city, Kayseri, once considered a Turkish backwater, had become a vital center of manufacturing. “While Anatolia remains a socially conservative and religious society, it is also undergoing what some have called a ‘Silent Islamic Reformation,’” according to the European Stability Initiative’s influential 2005 report on Turkey’s new Islamic Calvinists. “Many of Kayseri’s business leaders even attribute their economic success to their ‘protestant work ethic.’”64

These political and economic changes have been accompanied and supported by the technological revolution. Muslims throughout the world tune in to al-Jazeera TV programs to get a much wider range of news and commentary than has traditionally been available. TV evangelists like Ahmad al-Shugairi in Saudi Arabia, Amr Khaled in Egypt, and Aa Gym in Indonesia have captured huge followings with their moderate messages.65 The annual growth rate of Internet use in the Muslim world outstrips that of other developing countries, with the number of users on average doubling every eight months since 2000.66 Twitter and Facebook have become essential tools of civic engagement up to and including the take-down of authoritarian regimes, as the Arab Spring has demonstrated.

Given this dramatic remaking of the Muslim world, the attacks of 9/11 appear to be a throwback to an earlier era rather than a harbinger of things to come. “The notion that an Islamic state should be created through holy war is an idea whose time has passed among most in the Muslim world,” writes scholar Noah Feldman.67 As the demonstrations that broke out in Egypt, Tunisia, and elsewhere in the Middle East in 2011 have suggested, Muslims are defying the “totalitarian” stereotype of their political mind-set to work toward their own versions of liberal democracy that have not been imposed from the outside or simply copied from Western models.

Bipolar Disorder

In the mid-1980s, the United States did not immediately respond to the changes taking place in the Soviet Union under Mikhail Gorbachev. It was extraordinarily difficult for policy makers who lived and breathed myths about Soviet expansionism to acknowledge that Gorbachev might have been implementing something remarkable with his glasnost and perestroika. At the CIA, Robert Gates had repeated run-ins with the State Department because of his skepticism about the genuine nature of Gorbachev’s reforms.68 The conservative foreign policy apparatus assumed that Gorbachev was practicing deception, trying to lure the United States into complacency before resuming its efforts to expand its power.69

This bipolar disorder continues to plague Washington’s view of communism’s replacement, Islamism. Policy makers resist looking at the evolution of political Islam, fail to distinguish between different varieties, and, in the worst-case scenario, impute “totalitarian” characteristics to what is proving to be a vital force for democratization in the Muslim world. The misconceptions of jihad liberals and their right-wing allies mirror al-Qaeda’s lumping together of all the various forces in the infidel West. As during the Cold War, hardliners reinforce one another.

The persistence of Crusader myths and their transposition into a Cold War framework help explain why the West remains essentially clueless about Islam. These longstanding myths don’t, however, fully explain the recent spike in Islamophobia in the United States after several years of relative quiescence. To understand this, we must turn to the third unfinished war: the global war on terror launched by George W. Bush after 9/11.
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