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                      Preface

       
       Well, that didn’t take very long. On August 12, 2012, six weeks after being elected president of Egypt, Muslim Brotherhood leader Mohamed Morsi forced the resignations of the generals atop the ruling military junta. Effectively, his election has converted Egypt from a military dictatorship to a sharia dictatorship. As this book argues, that is the end to which “Islamic democracy” leads.

Although most of the manuscript of Spring Fever: The Illusion of Islamic Democracy was in the can by the late Spring of 2012, I delayed completing it until July. The Egyptian presidential election, such a big part of the “Arab Spring” story, was not decided until late June. The presidential election followed hard on both a national referendum on constitutional amendments and the parliamentary elections, all won by the Muslim Brotherhood and its fellow Islamic supremacists in lopsided fashion. “Islamic democracy” enthusiasts ascribe great significance to elections, taking them to mark real democratic progress, regardless of how bereft of real democratic culture the voting society is. It thus made sense to see through the historic electoral process before publishing this book.

Spring Fever, after all, is meant to be your antidote for the obsession that has become conventional American wisdom: the obdurate portrayal of the “Arab Spring” as a triumph of freedom. In reality, it is the ascendancy of Islamic supremacism. It follows a predictable path toward Islamization already trod in Turkey. The pattern is certain to proceed much more rapidly in the Muslim Middle East, which, unlike Turkey, has never sought to Westernize or to suppress Islam’s supremacist tendencies.

In Egypt, the tension mounted this summer as the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), the military junta that seized control after Hosni Mubarak’s fall from power, permitted the presidential election to go forward. By then, it was manifest that the Brotherhood’s Morsi would win the presidency – absent a rigging of the election in favor of the junta’s preferred candidate, Ahmed Shafiq, a vestige of the Mubarak regime.

Like Turkey’s generals before them, SCAF did not have the stomach for a full-scale coup d’état. So the Egyptian generals tried their own version of Turkey’s 1997 “Postmodern Coup”: They stopped short of formally seizing total control, trying instead to assert de facto control without its looking too much like a military takeover, that bane of Western progressive piety. SCAF nullified the Islamic supremacists’ parliamentary victory – with the fig leaf that the generals were merely enforcing a judicial ruling, not grabbing legislative authority for themselves. SCAF declared that the generals, not the newly elected legislature (i.e., not the Muslim Brotherhood), would oversee the drafting of a new constitution – although intermediaries would do the actual writing. And SCAF ensured that the military’s continuing grip on political and economic power would render the new president substantially impotent – even though the president would be allowed to assume his largely ceremonial office and meet with world leaders as if he were a peer. Only with these precautions in place was the victory of the Brotherhood’s presidential candidate announced.

Turkey’s Islamist prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, is a principal focus of Spring Fever. Like Erdogan, Morsi assumed his office carefully. He took a deferential posture toward SCAF, realizing that the armed forces might crush him if he moved too quickly. Yet, again like Erdogan, he perceived his opposition’s glass jaw, betrayed by the generals’ palpable reluctance to crush him when they had the chance.

Morsi shrewdly took the ground the generals were willing to cede. He took office with great fanfare in the international media, swiftly began making governmental pronouncements, quietly courted  allies in the ousted Parliament, and arranged one-on-one meetings with regional sovereigns and the American Secretary of State. These steps enhanced his global prestige, appearing to put him on a par with the people actually running the country.

Meanwhile, the new president announced policy goals that were certain to intensify his political support among Egyptians but unlikely to nettle SCAF. He called for a more rigorous application of classical sharia. He promised to pressure the United States to release the “Blind Sheikh” – Omar Abdel Rahman, the prominent Egyptian jihadist serving a sentence of life-imprisonment after his U.S. conviction on terrorism charges. And Morsi issued a pardon decree for 572 “political” prisoners serving prison sentences imposed by the Mubarak regime, including dozens of terrorist organization leaders – a gambit difficult for SCAF to oppose since, to appease the Islamist masses after the Tahrir Square uprising, the generals themselves had released many such prisoners, including Mohamed al-Zawahiri, brother of the al Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri.

As Morsi skillfully played this inside game, he counted on outside help from the Brotherhood-friendly Obama administration, just as Erdogan has in Turkey. Obama delivered. SCAF was badly undercut when Secretary of State Hillary Clinton publicly called for the generals to surrender power to Morsi. The new president also received a coveted invitation from President Obama to visit the White House in September. In its stubborn determination to spin the Brotherhood’s disastrous rise as a victory for American democracy-promotion, the administration was not to be dissuaded – not by the Brotherhood’s open hostility toward the United States; not by the stinging rebukes of Obama’s performance by authentic Egyptian democrats, demoralized over America’s infatuation with the Islamists. This, too, mirrored the Islamist ascendancy in Turkey: the more unabashed Erdogan became in promoting sharia and the Brotherhood’s jihad against Israel, the closer Washington drew to him.

Meantime, Morsi’s Brotherhood confederates assumed an increasingly hostile posture toward Israel. Brotherhood Supreme Guide Mohammed Badi, who had called for jihad against the United States in late 2010, publicly admonished Muslims to fulfill their scripturally based duty to wage violent jihad against Israel until “the filth of the Zionists” is cleansed and “Muslim rule throughout beloved Palestine” is “impos[ed].” Suddenly, “sharia enforcers” took to the streets of Egypt, harassing women to don the veil and hew to other repressive strictures of Islamic law – just as they do in Saudi Arabia, where sharia is the law of the land. Indeed, with Ramadan – the month Muslims consider sacred – falling in July this year, a sharia-based edict was announced, prohibiting Egyptians from eating during the daylight fasting hours. All the while, the persecution of Coptic Christians continuedapace. As happened in Turkey, culture, law, and international muscle patently trended toward Egypt’s new Islamist leader and away from the armed forces.

There then occurred an event which dramatically undermined SCAF’s political support, a development that readers of Spring Fever will find was inevitable. The only mild surprise here is the speed at which it happened.

On August 5, Gaza-based jihadists, using anti-tank rockets and gunfire, killed sixteen Egyptian soldiers in northern Sinai. The terrorists then commandeered two armored personnel carriers, attempting to attack Israel by driving them through the Karem Shalom crossing. They were stopped by Israeli Defense Forces. The IDF’s aerial and ground attacks, which obliterated the would-be attackers, indicated that Israel had good enough intelligence to be prepared and to launch a decisive counterattack.

The incident profoundly embarrassed SCAF on a number of levels. The military is among the most revered institutions in Egyptian life. The public was thus horrified by its seeming ineptitude, particularly when it had taken such a central role in the nation’s governance. Moreover, as the last year’s electoral results have proven time and again, and as readers of Spring Fever will see, most Egyptians are beholden to the classical Islamic supremacism of the Middle East. Consequently, they regard Israel as the enemy. It offends them that their Muslim army, stationed on the Sinai border, is shooting it out with brave mujahideen fighting in Allah’s cause – which is how they lionize jihadists who attack Israel. In the Egyptian mind, the armed forces should be helping destroy the Zionist entity, not helping shore up Israel’s ramparts. And then there is the intelligence problem: To an Islamist, it can never be that Israel is extraordinarily effective in its self-defense; if the IDF was prepared to meet aggressors, and even to warn its citizens to take precautions, it can only be because the Mossad orchestrated the whole episode.

So it was that Egyptians fulminated over the killing of their troops and the quick work the IDF made of the jihadist “martyrs.” The Muslim Brotherhood, echoed by the terrorist organization Hamas (the Brotherhood’s Palestinian branch) and the Egyptian press, claimed that the attack “could be attributed to the Mossad, which has been seeking to abort the Egyptian revolution.” Meanwhile, the “Shura Mujahideen Council,” a previously unidentified group based in the Sinai border region – which has become a terrorist haven since Mubarak’s ouster – claimed responsibility for the plot. The jihadists proclaimed: “There is no place in the Arab and Muslim world for liberal and secular democratic values,” and that they were “dedicated to the struggle against Zionism.”

The public anger at SCAF, seen as the enforcer of the unpopular Camp David peace treaty with Israel, handed Morsi an opportunity. Like Erdogan, he was quick to capitalize. Fearing a reprise of the Tahrir Square riots, the generals agreed to consult with Morsi, whom they previously sought to marginalize. The consultation proved fateful: Field Marshal Mohamed Hussein Tantawi – Mubarak’s right hand as defense minister and, effectively, the leader of SCAF – abruptly announced his retirement. So did several other prominent military officials. Taking a page out of the Erdogan playbook, Morsi maneuvered himself into the upper-hand position of naming their replacements.

Of at least equal significance, Morsi unilaterally declared null and void the decree by which SCAF purported to gut presidential authority. In its place, he issued an edict vesting himself with broad legislative and executive authority, as well as effective control over the drafting of a new constitution. This was not a restoration of the “democratic” status quo: a presidential spokesman was quick to explain that Morsi had no intention of reinstating the recently elected Parliament, nor would he honor the result of last year’s popular referendum, which deferred the writing of the constitution until after the newly elected president and legislature were in place.

No, Morsi, the Brotherhood’s point-man, would take care of the constitution on his own, thank you very much. Of course, to control the promulgation of Egypt’s fundamental law – to ensure that, as Morsi promised during the campaign, it would reflect “the sharia, then the sharia, and finally, the sharia” – has been the Brotherhood’s highest priority since the first elections. Indeed, it has been the Brotherhood’s highest priority since Hassan al-Banna founded the organization almost ninety years ago.

As “Islamic democracy” inexorably installs sharia totalitarianism in Egypt, Erdogan proceeds, under the same “democracy” banner, to re-Islamize Turkey. Thus, sharia’s repression of Turkish women worsens. The regime recently conceded that “gender-based violence” is now the leading cause of death in the country for women aged 15 to 44 – surpassing cancer, traffic accidents, war, and malaria. In Syria to the south, Erdogan – complemented by aid from the Obama administration, the Saudis, and Qatar, as well as al Qaedamuscle – has maneuvered the Brotherhood into command of the opposition now warring against the teetering dictator, Bashar al-Assad. Just as in Egypt, the rise of Islamic supremacists in the Syrian opposition has meant an escalation in the persecution of Christians. Moreover, sharia is expanding its grip in the new “Islamic democracies” of LibyaandTunisia. And to the east, the Obama administration is pleading with the Taliban to come to the negotiating table with an eye toward participating in the government of Afghanistan.

Recall that it was to prevent the return of the Taliban – its cruel enforcement of sharia and its alliance with al Qaeda – that the United States has remained in Afghanistan, at an enormous sacrifice of blood and treasure, for over a decade since routing al Qaeda’s forces there in the weeks after 9/11. Now, with “Islamic democracy” in the air, not only is the Taliban’s return more likely by the day; Hamid Karzai, the U.S.-backed Afghan president, has even suggested that Mullah Omar, the Taliban leader, run for president in the next election. This, too, makes perfect sense. The Taliban could comfortably restore their repressive sharia regime without having to change a comma of the new constitution the U.S. State Department helped post-Taliban (and perhaps pre-Taliban) Afghanistan write: a “democratic” constitution that establishes Islam as the state religion and installs sharia as fundamental law.

Spring Fever: it’s infectious.
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       “Democracy is just the train we board to reach our destination.”

So said Recep Tayyip Erdogan in 1998, four years before the train arrived at his station – which is to say, four years before his Islamic supremacist party rode the democratic electoral process to dominance over Turkey. It was the train that enabled Erdogan, only recently jailed as a seditionist, to be installed as prime minister. It was the train that enabled him to begin hollowing out the culture of true democracy, supplanting it with the chimera known as “Islamic democracy.”

Alas, Turkey’s rising strongman understands the democracy fetish far better than our democracy crusaders do. For him, “Islamic democracy” has proved to be an extraordinarily useful fairy tale. And the prime minister knows that one civilization’s useful fairy tale is another civilization’s nightmare.

To the south and east of Ankara, with detours through progressive Western capitals and their puppy dog media, the fairy tale currently masquerades as the “Arab Spring.” It is a luscious rainbow garden of “Revolution”: Cedar in Lebanon, Jasmine in Tunisia, Lotus in Egypt, streaming Purples and bursting Blues in Iraq and Kuwait. But the first and still the most prominent “Arab Spring” was not Arab at all, though it was, of course, Islamic. That’s what those in the grip of Spring Fever are getting at: the dream that Islam and authentic democracy, Western democracy, are seamlessly compatible. The “Arab” part is almost beside the point. Thus, the paragon of “Islamic democracy” is the “Turkish model,” pioneered by Erdogan and his collaborators, the Muslim Brotherhood.

Right off the bat, we learn two things. First, the chimera must always be camouflaged in high-flown rhetoric and bright, euphoric hues, but retain the patina of muscular secularism that Turkey – pre-Erdogan Turkey – evoked for nearly a century. Otherwise, the illusion might be seen for what it truly is: the unshackling of Islamic supremacism, the very enemy of democracy, that Kemal Ataturk labored to place under wraps. Second, the wrenching thing about this illusion is that, even before it evaporates in the crucible of harsh reality, we know how the fairy tale must end. Oh, there will be surprising twists and turns along the way, as there are in any human enterprise. But the trend-lines are unmistakable, the trajectory of change more certain than its pace. The outcome is not in doubt because the outcome has already happened.

That was in Turkey.

Erdogan, the train conductor, is not just a master of metaphor. He is a trailblazer: a Muslim Brother who drank deep the lessons of the master, Hassan al-Banna – the charismatic Egyptian schoolteacher who founded the Muslim Brotherhood. Banna’s Islamic supremacism came in direct response to Ataturk, his hated contemporary. It was Ataturk who purged Islam from the public square, secularized Turkish society, and dragged a plenary Muslim population kicking and screaming into the embrace of the West. It is Ataturk whose Turkey Erdogan is determined to “fundamentally transform” – if we may borrow that fitting phrase from the Turkish prime minister’s close friend and power-politics soul-mate, Barack Obama.

Culture Is Everything

Erdogan’s transformation of Turkey has been achieved, just as the Brotherhood’s broader goal of regional hegemony is now attainable, because he, like the Brothers, fully grasps Banna’s core teaching: Culture is everything. Regardless of what laws may say and dictators may decree, Islamic supremacism – after three generations of disciplined, lushly financed, bottom-up cultivation – is the dynamic culture of the Middle East. Besides explaining the defeat of Kemalism, Islamic culture – reflecting a civilization fundamentally different from the West, one that refutes the universalist pretensions of progressives – is the driving force behind today’s Islamist ascendancy.

The modern West obsesses over politics and law.  We are mesmerized, in particular, by their procedural aspects: popular elections, constitution-writing, and the like. We seem to have forgotten that the American people, to take the example closest to home, was a distinct cultural phenomenon for well over a century before shots rang out at Lexington and Concord. Our signature commitment to individual liberty, free markets, and limited government shaped our law and our politics – not the other way around. Politics and law can dominate culture only with an iron fist, and only for a time, if that iron fist fails to change the culture. Ataturk, in the end, merely suppressed culture; he failed to change it. It was stronger than the rickety secular castle he undertook to construct over its deep civilizational roots.

The Muslim Brotherhood represents the culture that Ataturk could not tame. The Brothers see themselves as the vanguard of a civilizational mass movement, shepherds of what and how a society thinks. That vision pervades Islam’s centers of global influence: the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, an alliance of fifty-seven Muslim sovereigns – counting the Palestinian authority, which Muslims regard as a “state”; and storied al-Azhar University, the center of Sunni jurisprudence since the tenth century. The result is that Muslims in the current of this Islamic mainstream perceive themselves as members of a global community, the ummah, rather than anything so pedestrian as a nationalist entity, or even a neo-Ottoman or pan-Arabic entity.

It takes a long time to dominate a culture, even if the project is more in the nature of revitalizing a centuries-old cultural core, as opposed to Ataturk’s attempt to impose something new and alien. To dominate culture takes a patient, relentless plan that resonates with the popular spirit.

Banna’s was such a plan. It called for a ground-up march through society’s institutions. First, the Muslim individual would be steeped in the principles of Salafism – a fundamentalist brand of Sunni Islam modeled on the founding generations. With this inculcation in place, the Brotherhood would build outward: from the indoctrinated individual to indoctrinated families, communities, enclaves, towns, cities, and so on.

To lay such a foundation is the work of generations. Once laid, though, the program’s tentacles grip society – animating the young and energetic, while the lethargic masses become gradually resigned to it. To carry the project off does not take a majority or anything close to it; just a purposeful faction disciplined enough to intimidate and infiltrate society’s influential institutions. To control the culture in this way is to dictate the course of politics and law, to put the procedures of politics and law in the service of culture. If democracy is in vogue, as it is today – in name, if not in substance – its procedures become the train that chugs the society toward Islamization, toward the goal of re-establishing the caliphate.

That is what is happening now. That is why, many decades after their deaths, Banna has his victory over Ataturk.

To understand the “Arab Spring,” it is essential first and foremost to grasp that the key fact on the ground in Arab countries — as well as in Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and other neighboring non-Arab territories — is Islam. It is not poverty, illiteracy, or the lack of modern democratic institutions. These features, like anti-Semitism, anti-Americanism, and an insular propensity to buy into conspiracy theories featuring infidel villains, are epiphenomena. They are consequences of Islam’s regional dominance and supremacist ambitions. They do not cause populations to turn to Islam. One does not need to be led to that which pervades one’s existence.

What kind of Islam are we talking about? Well, that may be a complex question in circumstances where Islam attempts to move beyond the horizons of its geographical dominance – although even in the West, where Muslims remain a small minority, the question becomes less complex as Muslims amass numbers and strength. As that happens, their leaders inexorably turn more confrontational and doctrinaire; their rank-and-file feel ever greater pressure to follow suit, or at least muffle their misgivings.

With the “Arab Spring,” though, we are not talking about an Islam under pressure to evolve, to make the compromises that integration in a different civilization calls for. We are talking about Islam on its home turf.

In the Muslim Middle East, the dispositive Islam is supremacist Islam. That is not to say there aren’t different Islamic sects. The important ones, though, divide mainly on the method by which Islam should come to dominate, not on whether it should dominate. On the latter, they have no doubt.

On its native soil, Islam is most emphatically not “moderate,” notwithstanding its Western apologists’ risible insistence that moderation is Islam’s defining characteristic. In fact, in a 2007 interview that has gotten next to no attention, Prime Minister Erdogan recoiled at the very term “moderate Islam.” “These descriptions are very ugly,” he seethed, “it is offensive and an insult to our religion. There is no moderate or immoderate Islam. Islam is Islam, and that’s it.”

This Islam is at once insular and ambitiously aggressive. Recall Erdogan’s allusion to democracy as the “train” to Islamization. It is worth quoting, and bearing in mind throughout the chapters that follow, the very next thing said by the man who is now Islam’s most significant presence in world politics – the man Western chancelleries insist on portraying as a “moderate” ally even as he venomously reproves the very idea and exhorts Muslims in the West to resist assimilation: “The mosques are our barracks, the minarets our bayonets, the cupolas our helmets and the faithful our soldiers.”

Moderation indeed.

It’s a “Religion,” So It Must Be Good

In the West, democracy is not just elections and constitution-writing. When we invoke “democracy” – at least those of us who venerate it, as opposed to seeing it as a ring of gold fit for a swine’s snout – we mean it as a shorthand description of a culture based on freedom. Our democracy connotes the equal dignity of each individual, self-determination, and reason. To the Muslim architects of the “Arab Spring,” by contrast, “democracy” is a mere vehicle, a procedural path of least resistance to a radically different way of life. Islamic civilization is not merely an exotic splash on the gorgeous global mosaic with a few embarrassingly archaic eccentricities. It is an entirely different way of looking at the world.

In the West, we struggle with this disconcerting truth. It defies our end-of-history smugness. Enraptured by diversity for its own sake, we have lost the capacity to comprehend a civilization whose idea of “diversity” is to coerce diverse peoples into obeying its evolution-resistant norms, particularly its non-negotiable prohibition against free expression that takes the form of critical examination of Islam. The free-wheeling discourse, the sometimes heated, hostile, provocative, and even obnoxious exchange of ideas that is so mundane, yet vital, in a culture of liberty is, in the Muslim worldview, the outrage of “defamation” . . .  and, when it comes to exchanging ideas about Islam, truth is no defense.

The modern West is unwilling to process the possibility, much less the inevitability, that what is diverse might, in fact, be unwelcome. Unwilling to be judgmental about anything – except that any concern about Islamic supremacism must be “Islamophobic” – our intelligentsia sets about remaking Islam in its own progressive self-image: The noble, ur-tolerant Religion of Peace. No point wrapping our brains around the possibility that there just might be doctrinal differences between sects and belief systems that render them unsuited to clement coexistence. That would contradict our one-size-fits-all assumptions about “the world’s great religions” – the label thoughtlessly affixed by elites who, outside their trendy Islamophilia, get pretty damn phobic when fretting over evangelicals, the Catholic Church, “the religious right,” and all those cagey Jews.

In the modern West, discussions of “religion” are as vapid as invocations of “democracy.” As the mindless banter goes, “It’s all good.” All “religion” is peaceful and loving and uplifting and tolerant. And Islam is a religion, so that’s what Islam must be, right? The countless strands of the ummah that refuse to go along with the program are miniaturized. They are assigned labels that scream fringe!: Islamist, fundamentalist, Salafist, Wahhabist, radical, jihadist, extremist, militant, or, of course, “conservative” Muslims who adhere to “political Islam.” Allah forbid we should notice that, when you stack all these “fringes” end-to-end, there isn’t much daylight for the blooming of moderation.

We pretend that Muslims who accurately invoke Islamic scripture in the course of forcibly imposing the dictates of classical sharia — the Islamic legal and political system — are engaged in “anti-Islamic activity,” as Britain’s former home secretary Jacqui Smith memorably put it. When the ongoing Islamization campaign is advanced by violence, as inevitably happens, we risibly maintain that this aggression cannot have been ideologically driven. Surely some American policy or Israeli act of self-defense is to blame.

But could these possibly be rationales for the murderous jihad waged by Boko Haram Muslims against Nigerian Christians or by Egyptian Muslims against Egyptian Copts? Are Indonesian and Pakistani Muslims really persecuting Ahmadi Muslims because they’re mad about Israel’s American-backed “apartheid” against the Palestinians? Does that have anything to do with the internecine warring between Sunnis and Shiites – a ferocious tradition nearly as old as Islam itself, and one that, as night follows day, has been renewed in Iraq upon the recent departure of American troops?

No, of course not. The aggression is explicable only if we acknowledge the totalitarian thrust that animates mainstream Islam in the Middle East. We need not discount the existence of real Muslim democrats or abandon the hope for Islamic reform. There are Muslim democrats, and there is hope for Islamic reform. To be sure, the democrats are vastly outnumbered and the potential for reform, at least in the short term, is paltry. But they and it are real. That, however, is beside the point. For our own sake, America and the West need to start seeing this part of the world as it is, not as we would have it.

The main lesson of the Arab Spring is that the mirage of Islam as a moderating force hospitable to democratic transformation exists solely in our own minds, for our own consumption. The Muslims of the Middle East take no note of our reimagining their belief system. In the main, if not affirmatively hostile toward Western overtures, these Muslims are oblivious. They do not care what we think. They do not measure themselves against Western standards and perceptions. They study what the West thinks, they exploit what the West holds dear, but in no wise are they inhibited by Western norms.

“The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism,” wrote Samuel Huntington. “It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are convinced of the superiority of their culture.” Not convinced merely in the passive sense of assuming that they will triumph in the end; Muslim leaders are galvanized by what they take to be a divinely ordained mission of proselytism. The indoctrination they have in mind is not limited to spiritual principles; it encompasses an all-purpose societal code prescribing rules for everything from warfare and finance to social interaction and personal hygiene. The historian Andrew Bostom notes that in the World War I era, even as the Ottoman Empire collapsed and Ataturk symbolically extinguished the caliphate, C. Snouck Hurgronje, then the West’s leading scholar of Islam, marveled that Muslims remained broadly confident in what he called the “idea of universal conquest.” In Islam’s darkest hour, this conviction remained “a central point of union against the unfaithful.”

It looms more powerful in today’s Islamic ascendancy. But we’ll miss it if we don’t shake the epidemic of Spring Fever.


     

   
                    
                              
           Totalitarian Democracy           

                              
       The “Islamic democracy” that the United States has birthed in Baghdad ranks among the world’s worst offenders when it comes to the persecution of religious minorities. According to the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom’s Fourteenth Annual Report, released on March 20, 2012, Iraq is among the sixteen countries assessed as the most egregious and systematic religious freedom violators.

Homosexuals fare no better. This, no doubt, owes to the teaching of Ayatollah Ali Sistani, Iraq’s most authoritative voice on sharia and, perhaps, Shia Islam’s most influential jurist. Sistani proclaims that “sodomy and lesbianism” are not merely “forbidden”; “sodomites,” he adds, “should be killed in the worst manner possible.” Again, this is not al Qaeda or Hezbollah talking; this is Iraq’s leading cleric, who is regarded by the United States government as a key supporter of its Islamic democracy project. It is a project Sistani supported not because he believes in democracy but because he believes in sharia. Iraq’s Shiites had the numbers to make a sharia state happen in a popular election. Sistani, by the way, also instructs Muslims to avoid physical contact with non-Muslims, whom he analogizes to “urine, feces, semen, dead bodies, blood, dogs, pigs, alcoholic liquors,” and “the sweat of an animal who persistently eats filth.” Hard to imagine how a country profoundly influenced by such a man could possibly find itself cited by the Commission for persecuting minorities, no?

The Islamic democracy in Pakistan also made the Commission’s list of persecutors. Islamabad was cited for its “engage[ment] in and tolerat[ion] of ongoing, and egregious violations of freedom of religion or belief.” This was due, in particular, to its rampant anti-Semitism, complemented by its “repressive blasphemy laws and other religiously discriminatory legislation.” The latter pointedly targets the Ahmadi, a minority Muslim sect whose members, the Commission observed, are “increasingly subject to abuse and . . . sentenced to death and even executed for the capital crime of – waging war against God.” The Ahmadi, it is worth noting, are also persecuted in Indonesia, the world’s largest Islamic country by population and most moderate Islamic country by reputation.

Back before March Madness gave way to Spring Fever, if you filled out your brackets and had the new Islamic democracy in Egypt making the Commission’s Not So Sweet Sixteen, you were prescient. “Over the last year” – i.e., amid the delusional Western media coverage of the vibrant, hopeful “Arab Spring” – the Commission found that “[v]iolence targeting Coptic Orthodox Christians increased significantly,” contributing to the country’s overall “systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of freedom of thought, conscience and religion or belief.”

The Commission noted that the military junta governing Egypt since the ouster of Hosni Mubarak had “failed to protect religious minorities from violent attacks at a time when minority communities have been increasingly vulnerable.” Yet, the commissioners omitted to further elucidate the obvious: The forces responsible for these violent attacks and the climate that fosters them – the Muslim Brotherhood and the so-called “Salafists” – are the very factions that Egyptians, in their “democratic process,” overwhelmingly chose to run the country.

Moreover, despite being rabidly anti-Western, these factions perversely enjoy the support of Western governments. So enthralled are Western leaders by the illusion of Islamic democracy that they ignore what its reality means for the minorities certain to be abused and put to flight. The United States and Europe now pressure Egypt’s transitional military junta to hurry along and transfer power to the duly elected Sunni supremacists.

The Turks, our great friends and, yes, NATO partners, are also in the Commission’s Hall of Shame. Besides rounding up, imprisoning, and prosecuting dissenting military officers, politicians and journalists, the Commission found that Erdogan’s government – now entering its second decade of control – systematically and egregiously slashes the religious liberty of non-Muslims.

The bottom rung countries also include the two in which sharia is fully established as the law of the land. The first is the heinously repressive Saudi regime, which the United States government sees as its “moderate” ally despite the Saudis’ decades’ long global campaign to propagate their virulently anti-Western construction of Islam. The second is the heinously repressive Iranian regime, which the United States sees just as Iran sees itself: America’s mortal enemy. Iran, too, pretends to be a democracy. The Saudis, for all their affectations of enlightenment do not go that far – sure, some women are now permitted to work (selling women’s apparel) and even run for public office, but they still face the sharia penalty of scourging if they try to drive themselves to these jobs.

Meanwhile, in Afghanistan, where tens of thousands of American troops still risk their lives to prop up the regime of President Hamid Karzai, at least two men have been put on capital trial for apostatizing from Islam. Under the classical interpretation of sharia, relying on not only Koranic verses but also an admonitory hadith quoting Mohammed himself (Bukhari, vol. 9, no. 57: “Whoever changes his Islamic religion, kill him”), a Muslim who renounces Islam must receive the death penalty.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s top jurist, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, probably the most influential Sunni cleric in the world, posits that apostates are “the gravest danger” to Islamic society; therefore, Muslims must snuff them out lest their ideas “spread like wildfire on a field of thorns.” And on this matter, Sheikh Qaradawi is what passes for a “moderate”: he distinguishes private apostasy – though he finds it condemnable, he thinks mere ostracism is a sufficient penalty. (It is not exactly clear how the apostasy stays “private” if the community knows enough about it to ostracize the apostate – details, details.) For public apostasy, though, Qaradawi stands with the overwhelming weight of Islamic authority: “The punishment . . . is execution.”

Indeed, Reliance of the Traveller – A Classic Manual of Islamic Law, endorsed by both al-Azhar University sharia scholars and the Muslim Brotherhood’s top think-tank, the International Institute of Islamic Thought, instructs that apostasy is not merely “the ugliest form of disbelief,” but one of only three offenses that justify the killing of a Muslim.[1]  As it did in Iraq, the U.S. State Department helped draft the new constitution of Afghanistan, which establishes Islam as the state religion and installs sharia as a primary source of law.


  No Secularism in Islam


Why does this happen? Why do Islamic countries systematically abuse non-Muslims and even minority Muslim sects? Why, in fact, do countries like Iraq and Egypt become even more repressive of religious liberty as they become more “democratic”?

Most of the explanation is straightforward. In the pre-“democratic” dictatorships that dominated “Arab Spring” countries, the main targets of repression were political enemies of the regime. Saddam Hussein and Hosni Mubarak, to take two prime examples, were interested in enriching themselves while having their commands obeyed. True, Islamic culture was a fact of life in their realms, and therefore occasional accommodation of Islamic activists and lip-service to Islamic traditions were in their interests. They were not, however, propagating a belief system – the dictator believes only in his own power.

Islamic supremacism is crucially different. Not only does it yearn for domination; it is substantively hostile to non-adherents. It regards as threatening anything that is not Islam, and thus it regards as anathema the very notion of “secular space” in a civil society, separate from Islam’s precepts. Indeed, let’s say it emphatically: “Secularism can never enjoy a general acceptance in an Islamic society.”

Now, someone is going to read that last sentence and say, “Bingo! There’s your proof. McCarthy is a hopelessly bigoted, raging Islamophobe!” Now, I could just bat my eyes and say, “Gee, I get that all the time.” But on this occasion, I’ll simply point out that, while I have no doubt it is true that “secularism can never enjoy general acceptance in an Islamic society,” those words are not mine. I was quoting none other than Sheikh Qaradawi.

He made this straightforward assertion in his book, How the Imported Solutions Disastrously Affected Our Ummah, an excerpt of which was published by the Saudi Gazette back in 2010. The renowned scholar’s rationale is worth excerpting:


  As Islam is a comprehensive system of worship (Ibadah) and legislation (Shari’ah), the acceptance of secularism means abandonment of Shari’ah, a denial of the divine guidance and a rejection of Allah’s injunctions. It is indeed a false claim that Shari’ah is not proper to the requirements of the present age. The acceptance of a legislation formulated by humans means a preference of the humans’ limited knowledge and experiences to the divine guidance: “Say! Do you know better than Allah?” (Qur’an, 2:140) For this reason, the call for secularism among Muslims is atheism and a rejection of Islam. Its acceptance as a basis for rule in place of Shari’ah is downright apostasy. [Emphasis added.]



We probably do not need reminding that apostasy is an offense sharia punishes by death. Is it any wonder that the more Islamic supremacist ideology controls a society, the more certain it is that non-Muslims and Muslim minorities will be oppressed?

Islamic supremacism is just a different kind of dictatorship. By comparison to secular dictatorship, it is actually more totalitarian because Islamic supremacism is about not the personal aggrandizement of the rulers. It is about the imposition of a comprehensive social system that governs life down to the most granular details.

So how could a region’s increasing envelopment by Islamic supremacism and its sharia code be seen as a “democratic” transformation by progressives? Before answering, it is worth pausing to clarify two things.

First, on sharia, we are again talking about Islam on its home turf, where the classical, fundamentalist construction of sharia, as straightforwardly outlined in Reliance of the Traveller, is dominant. I do not contend that sharia is monolithic. There are less severe interpretations. There are more nuanced explications that, as lawyers are wont to do, fixate more on centuries of sharia jurisprudence than on the literal scriptures that this jurisprudence construes – the hope being that modernist jurists can, by their rulings, lend an elasticity that the hidebound doctrine itself lacks, and thus evolve it. There are, in addition, courageous Muslim reformers, particularly in the West, who seek to inject in sharia the West’s Judeo-Christian “Render unto Caesar” tradition of separating the spiritual realm from the state’s compulsive authority.

Personally, I am not very optimistic about this modernization effort: dividing mosque and state seems to me like denying sharia the foundational principle that makes it sharia. But on this, as on many other things, I could be wrong . . . and I hope I am. Nevertheless, our hopefulness for reform, or for a jurisprudentially driven softening of sharia into something like a body of spiritual guidelines that does not prescribe controlling civil law, is mainly pertinent to Islam in the West. It has little contemporary relevance to the Muslim Middle East. There sharia means classical sharia, and the general population is at least decades away from meaningful penetration by rationalist academics and reformers.

Second, regarding progressives: By using the word, I do not mean to make a partisan attack against Democrats or the Obama administration. The progressive interventionism that dictates modern American foreign policy is a bipartisan phenomenon. Domestic policy is really no different: The Beltway’s bipartisan political establishment – what Angelo Codevilla fittingly calls “the ruling class” – favors an expansive and evermore intrusive welfare state. Furthermore, while most modern progressives are unabashed people of the Left, they defy easy identification by party labels.

Adherents of the philosophy my friend John Fonte aptly coined as “Transnational Progressivism” are, with varying degrees of ardor, of a post-sovereign bent of mind. They favor multi-lateralist governance over national self-determinism based on a culture of individual liberty. This way of thinking is only slightly more predominant among Democrats than it is within the Republican establishment, although the more conservative and libertarian Republican base eschews it. Certainly since the late 1980s, the Tranzies, as the great John O’Sullivan deliciously refers to them, have reigned over the State Department, regardless of which party has held the White House. Our diplomats are at home in the Council on Foreign Relations, Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson Center, or Harvard’s Kennedy School; for most of them, the thought of a speech on American exceptionalism, delivered by a Tea Party darling at, say, the Reagan Library, would induce febrile seizures.

The “Democracy” Mirage

So why do transnational progressives, irrespective of their partisan affiliation, look at what is plainly an ascendancy of Islamic supremacism, a totalitarian program, and see instead what they call “Islamic democracy”?

Part of the answer, naturally, is political: the people in power in the West during the Middle East uprisings stand to be blamed for “losing Iraq,” “losing Turkey,” “losing Egypt,” and the like. For their own sake, they need to spin failure as success, so better to frame a catastrophe as a “democracy” – it did, after all, feature popular elections and constitution-writing.

This is unfortunate. Contrary to popular belief, most of the things that happen in the world are not America’s doing, nor is it within our capacity to dictate the outcome. The fact that we can often make things worse – as several American administrations have made the rise of Islamic supremacism worse – does not necessarily mean we could have prevented those things from happening. The “Arab Spring” is just such a phenomenon. It was going to happen, regardless of what we did or omitted to do. It has been coming for generations. The Muslim Brotherhood has not been idling for the last eighty-plus years; it has been putting into action Hassan al-Banna’s blueprint for ground-up revolution. I’m not sure we ever could have stopped it, but, assuming we could have, that would have required taking decisive steps a long time ago. It is too late for that now.

Once Sunni supremacism rolled over Turkey’s vigorous attempt to remake itself into a secular, pro-Western state, it was only a matter of time until the tide swept through the predominantly Arab Middle East. America and Europe did not cause the Islamist ascendancy. Yes, Western leaders enabled and exacerbated it, but it is a homemade Islamic triumph, not a Western failure. It’s a shame that Western politicians perceive the need to paint it as something it’s not.

Then there are the eternal optimists who try to pass themselves off as hard-headed pragmatists. Their theory is that governing will make the ruler accountable to the public; consequently, the practical responsibilities of the offices to which they’ve been elected will tame Islamist politicians. They will evolve, coming to see that sharia and anti-Semitic, anti-Western animus are just not compatible with running a government in the modern world. Governing will transform them into moderates. (And here we thought they already were moderates!)

Sounds wonderful . . . except it’s a theory in search of empirical confirmation. In fact, its proponents expect you to glide by its considerable empirical refutation. Has Iran gotten more moderate over the last thirty years? Has Hamas’s election in Gaza – where they somehow haven’t had an election since – helped that terrorist organization evolve? Has Hezbollah’s achievement of electoral success in Lebanon changed Hezbollah, or has it instead given Iran’s forward terrorist militia the cover of “democratic” legitimacy for its jihadist provocations? The election of Islamic supremacists in Turkey has moved that country toward extremism, not away from it. The election of Islamic supremacists in Iraq – who would not relinquish power even after they lost an election – has shifted that country into close alliance with Iran.

The theory does not work because it foolishly applies Western assumptions to the Islamic context. In the United States, we have a culture of individual liberty: The people are sovereign. As the inimitable Mark Steyn frequently points out, the officials we elect are our representatives, not our rulers. They are moved by the imperatives of governance to moderate or abandon extreme or implausible positions because they will be cashiered if they do not. President Obama wanted to close the detention camp for jihadist enemy combatants at Guantanamo Bay and give 9/11 mastermind Khalid Sheikh Mohammed a civilian trial rather than a military commission. He did not follow through – not because he wants any less to do these things, but because he had to yield to popular disapproval if he wanted to remain politically viable. If his policies are sufficiently unpopular, he will be voted out of office and he will leave.

Rulers Not Representatives

Islamic culture does not work that way. The new regimes may be popularly elected, but make no mistake: They will be rulers, not representatives. The installation of sharia is not window dressing. It is of significant political and cultural moment. In a sharia society, the leader is a ruler and his principal responsibility is fidelity to Allah’s law, not to the parochial needs of his constituents. In fact, the principal responsibility of his constituents is also fidelity to Allah’s law; their own needs and desires are secondary because the culture is premised not on individual liberty but on the solidarity of the ummah, to which the individual is expected to subordinate himself.

Writing in 1958, Princeton’s eminent scholar of Islam Bernard Lewis highlighted this cultural gulf in explaining Islam’s innate resistance to real democracy (an explanation which, as Andrew Bostom acidly observes, contradicts Professor Lewis’s giddier takes on the prospects of Islamic democracy in later years):


  I turn now . . . to those [factors] deriving from the very nature of Islamic society, tradition, and thought. The first of these is the authoritarianism, perhaps we may even say the totalitarianism, of the Islamic political tradition. . . . Many attempts have been made to show that Islam and democracy are identical – attempts usually based on a misunderstanding of Islam or democracy or both. This sort of argument expresses a need of the up-rooted Muslim intellectual who is no longer satisfied with or capable of understanding traditional Islamic values, and who tries to justify, or rather, re-state, his inherited faith in terms of the fashionable ideology of the day. It is an example of the romantic and apologetic presentation of Islam that is a recognized phase in the reaction of Muslim thought to the impact of the West. . . .

  In point of fact, except for the early caliphate, when the anarchic individualism of tribal Arabia was still effective, the political history of Islam is one of almost unrelieved autocracy. . . . [I]t was authoritarian, often arbitrary, sometimes tyrannical. There are no parliaments or representative assemblies of any kind, no councils or communes, no chambers of nobility or estates, no municipalities in the history of Islam; nothing but the sovereign power, to which the subject owed complete and unwavering obedience as a religious duty imposed by the Holy Law.



This in fact goes a long way toward explaining why Islamic populations for so long tolerated dictatorships and why, when they are now sweeping dictatorships aside, it is only for an alternative that promises more authoritarianism – more adherence to sharia, not government more responsive to the private desires of individual citizens. As Lewis further recounted:


  In the great days of classical Islam this duty [to obey] was only owed to the lawfully appointed caliph, as God’s vicegerent on earth and head of the theocratic community, and then only for as long as he upheld the law; but with the decline of the caliphate and the growth of military dictatorship, Muslim jurists and theologians accommodated their teachings to the changed situation and extended the religious duty of obedience to any effective authority, however impious, however barbarous. For the last thousand years, the political thinking of Islam has been dominated by such maxims as “tyranny is better than anarchy” and “whose power is established, obedience to him is incumbent.”



From a different angle, Professor Lewis was getting at the same reality reflected by Sheikh Qaradawi when the Muslim Brotherhood eminence was asked to explain his rationale for holding that sharia would not bar women from serving in parliament (as long as it was only a smattering of women such that they wouldn’t actually be running parliament). “Legislation belongs to God,” he explained, “and we only fill in the blanks.”[2] There simply is not an understanding in sharia societies that elected government will be representative government. The elected official seamlessly becomes a strongman because he is not beholden to the will and aspirations of free, self-determining people. His triumph entitles him to wield the power of the state – including military force, if the military submits.

Democracy . . . But Not Freedom

Finally, on the matter of democracy, there is a huge difference between the traditional, constitutional American concept and the progressive vision. Freedom is of minimal interest to progressives, certainly not freedom as is commonly understood: namely, the bedrock conceit that we are our own governors, autonomous over our own lives. To be clear, we are talking about freedom in a democracy, not an anarchy. In a rational social compact, freedom requires that we surrender a quantum of our independence to secure the nation and to honor the rudimentary norms of respect for life and property. If a free society is to flourish, nothing less than ordered liberty will do.

Alas, the “liberty” part of ordered liberty is more a nuisance than a value for progressives. The traditional rights to be free from government demands and to have government restricted to its expressly enumerated powers are a hindrance to their social engineering schemes. For the modern Left, in particular, the individual’s freedom is a relic of a bygone time, when life was simpler and dominated by sexist, slave-holding white men of a colonialist bent. In contrast to the Right’s emphasis on liberty, focusing on what the state cannot do to you, the Left’s métier is rights, what the state must do for you. Translation: what the state must compel you to give to me – with government handling both the confiscation and redistribution ends of the arrangement.

The late, vastly under-appreciated political scientist Jacob Lieb Talmon coined the phrase “totalitarian democracy” to describe the form of “political Messianism” that infected free societies in the twentieth century.[3] It was based, he asserted, on “the assumption of a sole and exclusive truth in politics.” To the contrary, liberal democracy (in the classic sense of “liberal,” which is antithetical to progressive notions of democracy) “assumes politics to be a matter of trial and error.” It takes human beings as basically good but incorrigibly fallible; it sees their political systems as just another pragmatic contrivance in lives that for the most part are lived “altogether outside the sphere of politics.”

The avatars of totalitarian democracy, by contrast, maintain that they have arrived at a sole and exclusive truth. For the liberal democrat, the essence of freedom is what Talmon described as “spontaneity and the absence of coercion. For the progressive, however, freedom is “realized only in the pursuit and attainment of an absolute collective purpose,” rooted in the “sole and exclusive truth” they passionately believe they have discovered.

This “truth” comes to pervade human existence. The personal becomes the political because everything from the car you drive, to the clothes you wear, to the movies you watch becomes, as President Obama is fond of saying, a “teachable moment.” The messianic mission is to perfect mankind in accordance with this “truth.” The coercive force of law becomes the totalitarian framework in which “truth” is taught and enforced.

While progressivism grips Western elites, most of the public resists. That is because an exclusive pattern of social existence is not compatible with a liberty culture, in which, if given the freedom to do so, people will make a wide variety of different choices. Nevertheless, this does not dampen the progressive’s enthusiasm for imposing his pieties. Nor does the progressive sense that this is inconsistent with democracy: Sure, a disciplined minority may have to cajole, coerce, or even trick the majority into doing the right things, but once the majority sees the benefits of progressive policies it will choose those policies for its own good – or so he says.

You will quickly notice that sharia in an Islamist society serves precisely the function that law serves in totalitarian democracy: It suppresses free expression, free will, and volition. Conformity eventually becomes “free choice” because it is the only available choice. As Talmon put it, addressing the tension between freedom and the progressive vision:


  This difficulty could only be resolved by thinking not in terms of men as they are, but as they were meant to be, and would be, given the proper conditions. In so far as they are at variance with the absolute ideal, they can be ignored, coerced or intimidated into conforming without any real violation of the democratic principle being involved. In the proper conditions, it is held, the conflict between spontaneity and duty would disappear, and with it the need for coercion. The practical question is, of course, whether constraint will disappear because all have learned to act in harmony, or because all opponents have been eliminated.[emphasis added]



Islam, we are tirelessly reminded by its apologists (citing Sura 2:256), prohibits compulsion in matters of religion. We need, however, to read the sharia fine-print. True, Islam will not force you to become a believer – at least not officially. It has no compunction, however, about imposing what Talmon would call “the proper conditions”: the sharia system. In fact, sharia assumes the presence in the caliphate of non-believers, whose subjugation has a sobering in terrorem effect (and whose obligatory poll tax promotes the sharia state’s fiscal health). The concept is that with enough coercion, there will eventually be no need for coercion: everyone, of his own accord, will come to the good sense of becoming a Muslim – all other alternatives having been dhimmified into desuetude.

Progressives see no problem with the notion of “Islamic democracy,” including its sharia framework, because its repressive nature aligns with their own conception of democracy: messianic mission, not the preservation of liberty. It should go without saying that progressives and Islamic supremacists subscribe to very different versions of the “sole and exclusive truth” – although, as I demonstrated in The Grand Jihad, this does not prevent their frequent collaborations. Those joint efforts – carefully sidestepping immense differences between progressives and Islamists on freedom of conscience, equality for women and non-Muslims, sexual liberty, and a host of other matters – occur because the two sides see eye-to-eye on many foundational issues. One is that there is no inconsistency between democracy and repression, between “freedom” and punishing those who fail to conform to the “truth.”
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