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This book is dedicated to my teachers,

who taught me beauty, compassion, and mercy,

and that the true Islam is the Islam of moderation.





    
CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION



Recently, a rather well-known Islam-basher wrote


PART ONE

The Battleground for Faith




ONE

ISLAM TORN BETWEEN EXTREMISM AND MODERATION

Not too long ago, at the end of an invited lecture, I was




TWO

THE ROOTS OF THE PROBLEM

All religions, like all sociological and political movements,




THREE

THE RISE OF THE EARLY PURITANS

The story of puritanical Islam should properly start with the




FOUR

THE STORY OF CONTEMPORARY PURITANS

Puritan movements took things to their logical extreme. The




PART TWO

Charting the Moderate Versus Puritan Divide




FIVE

WHAT ALL MUSLIMS AGREE UPON

As is the case with all religions, there is a core set of beliefs




SIX

GOD AND THE PURPOSE OF CREATION

The relationship of the individual to God is the most significant




SEVEN

THE NATURE OF LAW AND MORALITY

There is perhaps no issue that sets moderates and puritans




EIGHT

APPROACHES TO HISTORY AND MODERNITY

At the very root of the debates about the nature of Gods




NINE

DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS

In todays world, many Muslims and non-Muslims believe




TEN

INTERACTING WITH NON-MUSLIMS AND SALVATION

When it comes to thinking about issues such as how to




ELEVEN

JIHAD, WARFARE, AND TERRORISM

No aspect of the Islamic religion is in the public eye and




TWELVE

THE NATURE AND ROLE OF WOMEN

It might be surprising to realize that today the question of the




CONCLUSION

Religions, like all strong convictions, are a powerful






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




NOTES




ABOUT THE AUTHOR




COPYRIGHT




ABOUT THE PUBLISHER







    

INTRODUCTION




Recently, a rather well-known Islam-basher wrote an article accusing me of being a stealth Islamist. By this, I think he meant that although I pretend to be a moderate Muslim, in truth I am an extremist who promotes a militant agenda. The secretive and conspiratorial tone pervading the article bordered on the paranoid, and yet, other than the ad hominem attacks on me, the article raised issues that have become matters of general importance, namely, the credibility of the Muslim voice in the West. The issue raised by the article and the problem that has become of more general importance is: When are Muslims truthfully representing the true nature of their beliefs and convictions? What has contributed to the confusion is the lack of any clear demarcating points between extremist and moderate beliefs in Islam. Since it is not likely that any Muslim would describe himself or herself as militant or extremist, how can we really know if a particular Muslim writer or group holds fanatical or immoderate, as opposed to mainstream or moderate, convictions and beliefs about Islam? But even more urgently, the challenging question raised by the article attacking me is: Who in the West or the United States gets to decide what are to be considered fanatical, extremist, and militant as opposed to moderate, reasonable, and ultimately, acceptable Muslim beliefs.

Particularly after 9/11, there has been a virtual flood of materials published about Muslims, their beliefs, and loyalties, and yet it is fair to say that at no other time has there been as much confusion about Muslims and their beliefs, and Islam and its legacy. Despite President George W. Bushs assurances that Islam is a peaceful religion and that Muslims are a peace-loving people, and despite his assurances that all good Muslims hunger for democracy, the confusion persists. Many non-Muslims in the West seem unwilling to leave matters there and move on. In large measure, what feeds this confusion is the flood of printed materials and deluge of talking-heads who clutter the field with often contradictory statements about militant Islam, extremist Muslims, political Islam, liberal Islam and so-called moderate Muslims. To make things worse, added to this chaotic state are pundits who urge people to watch out for subversive discourses, hidden motives, sinister plots, and double-talking Middle Easterners.

When it comes to the subject of Islam, there are many political interests at stake, and, as history repeatedly teaches us, nothing is as corrupting of religion as politics. This is not to say that Islam, as a religion, has become corrupted by politics. Instead, I am saying that politics and political interests have obfuscated and corrupted our ability to see Islam as a faith that is followed by well over a billion adherents in the world. Islam is the second-largest religious faith in the world, and the reality is that even in liberal and secular democracies, Islam has become the chosen faith of millions. Regardless of how much religious bigots may hate this fact, like Christianity and Judaism, Islam will continue to inspire and guide the convictions and actions of millions of adherents in every developed and underdeveloped country in the world. The only question is: What particular type or brand of Islam will tend to predominate and prevail in each setting? Understanding Islam has become an absolute imperative because achieving such an understanding will determine the type of people we arewhether tolerant or bigoted, whether enlightened or ignorant.

In teaching, I am often asked by well-intentioned non-Muslim students, How can we contribute to a peaceful coexistence with Muslims? My response is that merely to resist the temptation to believe those who preach hate, dwell on uncontrollable rages, and speculate about inevitable historical showdowns is already doing a lot. In most cases, such language and paradigms are sensationalistic and lazy replacements for the hard work of achieving a genuine understanding. No one is born blistering with hate and outrage, and often what appears to be hate is in reality thinly concealed fear. The only ethically acceptable choice is to seek to understand.

The problem, however, is that there are elements that make understanding the current Muslim condition particularly challenging. The first and foremost must relate to what I call acts of ugliness surrounding the Muslim context. It is perhaps elementary that the vast majority of Muslims are not terrorists, and do not condone terrorism. Yet hardly a time passes without a group of extremist Muslims featured in the news, typically because of an act of violence that shocks the world. For those who know Islam only through the media, the legacy of modern Muslims seems to be a long sequence of morally repugnant acts. The list of such acts is long and onerous: hostage taking in Iran and Lebanon, death threats against and persecution of writers and thinkers, acts of extreme intolerance against women and religious minorities committed by the Taliban in Afghanistan, suicide bombings in different parts of the world, and the list goes on. As a result, it is not an exaggeration to say that in the minds of many in the world, Islam has become intimately associated with what can be described as uglinessintolerance, persecution, oppression, and violence. Whether one believes this view of Islam and Muslims is justified or not, it has become an undeniable fact that in many parts of the world, the very word Islam arouses negative sentiments that range from suspicious indifference to fear or intense dislike.

For a Muslim who cares about his or her faith, this reality arouses intense feelings of hurt and anguish. More than a billion people find in Islam their emotional and spiritual sustenance and fulfillment. For those Muslims, Islam is their source of serenity and spiritual peace, and Islam offers moral and ethical guidance that, instead of ugliness, fills their lives with beauty. How does a Muslim reconcile between the faith he or she lives and experiences and the prevalent public perceptions in the non-Muslim world?

I believe that it has become imperative for Muslims to take a self-critical and introspective look at their own tradition and system of beliefs. The reason for such an introspective and self-critical look is to ask: Does the tradition of Islam, with its inherited system of beliefs and convictions, contribute to the commission of these acts of ugliness? Are the Muslims who commit acts of terrorism or who persecute women and religious minorities inspired by the doctrines and dogma of the Islamic religion? Stated in a more stark and blatant fashion: Did something go wrong with contemporary Islam, and if so, what?

As Muslims, we can no longer afford to refuse to critically engage our tradition. We have reached a critical stage in the history of our faith and we must have the will-power and courage to reclaim and reestablish Islam as a humanistic moral force in the world today.

The point of this book is not to set out a systematic program for reform but to identify and delineate the reality of Muslim thought as it currently exists. Before we can speak about the need for reform it is imperative that we first get a firm handle on the current Muslim condition and seek to understand the world of ideas that chart the divides within the Muslim mind.

The objective of this book is to argue that there is an already-existing schism in Islam between Muslim moderates and what I will call the Muslim puritans. Both moderates and puritans claim to represent the true and authentic Islam. Both believe that they represent the Divine message as God intended it to be, and both believe that their convictions are thoroughly rooted in the Holy Book, the Quran, and in authentic traditions of the Prophet Muhammad, who was Gods final prophet and messenger to humanity. Puritans, however, accuse the moderates of having changed and reformed Islam to the point of diluting and corrupting it. And moderates accuse the puritans of miscomprehending and misapplying Islam to the point of undermining and even defiling the religion.

Observers of the current Islamic condition, such as the average journalist, politician, or layperson who are not specialized in Islamic studies, often find the situation confusing and even chaotic. These observers hear many competing and contradictory versions of what Islam is or should be, and it is never clear who among Muslims believes in what, and why. In addition, it is rarely clear whether all the competing claims about Islamic tenets are legitimately anchored in Islamic theology and law. Perhaps the most common inquiry and source of confusion is: To what extent do Islamic theology and law encourage and promote terrorism?

In my view, the equally compelling question is: Is there in fact an existing, reformed vision of Islam competing with a more conservative and strict version of the religion?

In this book, I will argue that indeed Islam is at the current time passing through a transformative moment no less dramatic than the Reformation movements that swept through Europe at one time, and led to long and bloody religious wars. Although this transformative moment is no less dramatic than the European reformations, in the Islamic context at the present time it is not as developed or acute.

Nevertheless, there is a significant rift between the belief system of the reformed moderates and the more conservative and strict puritans. We understand the difference between Islam as it is understood by puritans like the Taliban and Bin Laden, and Islam as it is understood by what I will argue are the majority of less visible Muslims. Moderates constitute the silent majority of Muslims in the world, but puritans have an impact upon the religion that is wildly disproportionate to their numbers. Regardless of the present constitution of the Islamic world, the transformative moment of which I speak is embodied by the fact that there are two paradigmatically opposed worldviews that are competing to define the truth of the Islamic faith.1 By truth of the Islamic faith, I mean what becomes the accepted precepts and axioms about the place of Islamic history in the Muslim psyche, the foundational message of the Quran, the quintessential lessons taught by the Prophet Muhammad, the moral priorities of the individual believer, and the ethical parameters that guide Muslims in interacting with others. Puritans and moderates not only disagree on all these issues, but they also each struggle to make their paradigms and worldviews the overwhelmingly dominant and long-lasting truth of Islam. In their most pure and unadulterated forms the views of the two groups are irreconcilable, and therefore, although some form of coexistence might be possible, the two views tend to clash and compete. It might be possible for each view to exist as a school of thought within Islam and to tolerate and perhaps respect the other, but this is becoming increasingly difficult. The acts of terrorism and violence committed by the puritans are increasing the pressure for confrontation and for a decisive transformation in Islamic history. The recent violent showdowns in Saudi Arabia between some of the most prominent puritan thinkers and the Saudi government are an example of this process. For better or worse, when all is said and done and the transformation is complete, as one of these orientations earns the consensus and near-total commitment of Muslims, it will clearly possess the formidable power of definitionthe power to define Islam for what might turn out to be a considerably long time.









    
PART ONE

THE BATTLEGROUND FOR FAITH






    

ONE

ISLAM TORN BETWEEN EXTREMISM AND MODERATION




Not too long ago, at the end of an invited lecture, I was asked to name the most emphatic moral values taught by Islam. The answer was easy enoughit would have to be mercy, compassion, and peace. After all, these are the values that each practicing Muslim affirms in prayer at least five times a day. Imagine my surprise and chagrin when some members in the audience chuckled as if to say: Come on, get real! In a similar experience, after President Bush appointed me to serve on the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, mingled with the messages of congratulations from well-wishers were messages from people I did not know asking: What could a Muslim possibly have to contribute to the cause of religious freedom and tolerance in the world?

These personal experiences are not anomalies: every Muslim will have her or his own stories to tell about how Islam is poorly perceived. Confronted with such negative perceptions of their religion, Muslims have a choice. They could complain and cry about it and grow old in silent bitterness. Alternatively, they could decide to teach others about their faith, but this assumes they are sufficiently educated and well-informed about their own religion. The problem, however, is that many Muslims are woefully ignorant about their own religion. This forces Muslims to consider a third relevant option, and that is to engage in study and thought not just to better understand the Islamic religion but also to try to understand how and why so many non-Muslims have come to have such a negative impression of Islam. Before trying to educate others about Islam we must first reflect upon the sources and reasons for the pervasive misunderstandings and misinformation.

For a believing Muslim, asking what if anything went wrong with the Islamic faith is an uncomfortable question. A Muslim cannot help but feel that he or she is somehow playing into the hands of Islams enemies. All religions at one time or another have played a role in inspiring intolerance and violence, so why should Islam be singled out for special scrutiny? It is tempting for the faithful to absolve the Islamic faith of any possible fault and instead blame Muslims. In fact, many Muslims argue that Islam, as a set of beliefs and ideals, should not be blamed for the malfeasance of its followers. The fact that certain people who call themselves Muslims commit acts of ugliness is due, this argument says, to economic, political, and sociocultural factors that breed violence and intolerance, not to Islam. From this perspective, it is a mistake to attempt to critically examine Islamic doctrines, beliefs, or history when evaluating the contemporary problems that plague Muslims. Instead, one ought to ask what, if anything, went wrong with Muslims.

Although this argument does have some merit, as a general approach it is not a satisfying way of addressing the challenges that confront Muslims in the modern age. There are several reasons why this approach is both dishonest and dangerous. It is understandable that out of love and care for their religion some Muslims would be eager to defend their faith by pointing the finger away from Islam. A call for critical introspection, in the view of these Muslims, is tantamount to accusing Islam of being deficient or flawed, and understandably they take great offense at such an insinuation. Muslims who believe that Islam is perfect and immutable regard a call for introspection with considerable suspicion and perhaps even hostility. Furthermore, in light of the historical conflicts between Islam and the West, calls for introspection are often seen as nothing more than poorly veiled attempts at appeasing the West by maligning Islam. A considerable number of Muslims believe wholeheartedly that fellow Muslims who attempt to adopt a critical stance toward the Islamic tradition are nothing more than self-promoters seeking to placate the West at Islams expense.

These objections have merit, and I sympathize with those who believe that Islam is maligned enough as it is. The modern Muslim is exposed to a barrage of bad news and negative media coverage on a daily basis. It is undeniable that there is no short supply of Islam-haters, in the Western and non-Western worlds alike, who seem eager to malign the Islamic faith at every opportunity. In fact, I believe that the anti-Muslim sentiment in the modern age has reached a level of prejudice every bit as sinister and endemic as racism and anti-Semitism. As a consequence, the temptation is enormous for Muslims to adopt a defensive posture by insisting that Islam is perfect and that the inherited doctrines and dogmas of the Islamic tradition do not in any way contribute to the plight of Muslims in the modern age. Understandable though this defensive posture might be, it is a position that has its costs, and I believe that these costs have become oppressively prohibitive. In fact, the only way that Muslims can remain true to the moral message of their religion and at the same time discharge their covenant with God is through introspective self-criticism and reform.

Although the schism between moderate and puritan Muslims has become distinct, pronounced, and real, this division is not explicitly recognized in the Muslim world. The dichotomy between the two groups is a lived and felt reality, but there has been no attempt to recognize the systematic differences between the two contending parties. In fact, many Muslims have been reluctant to speak openly of two primary orientations juxtaposed against each other within modern Islam. The failure to acknowledge the existence of such a division has contributed to the confusion about who in Islam believes in what, and it may also be responsible for the widespread misconceptions about the teachings and doctrines of the religion.

The reluctance of many Muslims to recognize the existence of a schism within the faith is in many ways due to the powerful influence of the dogma of unity in modern Islamic thought. For reasons discussed later, contemporary Islamic thinkers and activists heavily emphasize the compelling need for unity among Muslims, demanding that all Muslims should regard themselves as a single person. The tenets of the Islamic faith emphasize that there is a straight path leading to God, and that Muslims should unite in pursuit of the Lords path and not divide. Therefore, many Muslims feel uncomfortable admitting that there is a split that divides the religion. But at the same time, Islam teaches that it is the solemn duty of each and every Muslim to bear witness and testify to the truth, even if such testimony be against ones kin or coreligionists. Simultaneous to the strong emphasis on Muslim unity and the importance of truth is a long-established tradition in Islamic theology and law of tolerating differences of thought and opinion.

All of these teachings put this book in a rather odd position. By recognizing that there is a fundamental schism within contemporary Islam, I am discharging what I believe to be my religious obligation, but I am also offending many who believe that it is better not to dwell upon potentially seditious and divisive issues. To be divisive and to contribute to breaking the unity and harmony of Muslims is to cause fitna (sedition and divisiveness), and this word, fitna, fills the hearts of the pious with woe and dread. As sinful as fitna might be, I believe that what is at risk in the ongoing conflict between the moderates and puritans is nothing less than the very soul of Islam. Therefore, it is a greater act of sin for Muslims to indulge in a state of apathetic indifference.

In order to differentiate between the militant and fanatic minority and the silent majority of Islam, I am forced to compare and contrast two main groups: the moderates and the puritans. However, it is important to keep in mind that the modern world of Islam cannot be summed up in just those two categories. The reality of Islam today is far more complex, and to speak in terms of two juxtaposed groups is an inadequate oversimplification. For example, there are some orientations, such as the Sufis and the self-described secularists, that this book does not deal with. Nevertheless, I speak in terms of two competing groups to emphasize the fundamental difference between the two ends of the spectrum that are most likely to play a critical role in defining Islams future. Few Muslims are going to be thoroughly moderate or thoroughly puritan. Most will fall somewhere between the two extremes, with the majority leaning toward moderation. The model articulated here will, I hope, give non-Muslims an understanding of the range of beliefs and convictions adopted by Muslims, and help Muslims evaluate their own relationship to Islam as they consider their place on this spectrum of ideas and convictions.

It is important to note that the two orientations described in this book cut through the Sunni and Shii sectarian divide. I have not attempted to describe the differences between Sunni and Shii theology here because there is an abundance of published material that discusses those differences, and because those differences are not relevant to the puritan-versus-moderate divide. Sunnis can be puritan or moderate according to the same criteria and distinguishing characteristics as Shiis. A puritan Sunni tends to believe in the same ideas and come to the same conclusions as a puritan Shii. The same is true of Shii and Sunni moderates.

MODERATES AND PURITANS:

WHY THIS TERMINOLOGY?

Choosing the right terminology to label a set of beliefs and convictions is always difficult. Labels do not just describe; they also judge. Moreover, what seems moderate to one person could appear extreme to another.

I chose the terms moderate and puritan largely by a process of exclusion. The Quran, the Holy Book of Islam, enjoins Muslims to be a moderate people. Moreover, the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad report that when confronted by two extremes, the Prophet would always choose the middle. In other words, the Prophet of Islam was always described as a moderate man who tended to avoid falling into extremes. Hence, the word moderate has roots in the Islamic tradition, and it conveys the normative disposition that the vast majority of Muslims are supposed to have.

Those I am labeling as moderates have been variously described as modernists, progressives, and reformers. None of these labels works as well, for me, as moderates.

The term modernists implies that a particular group deals with the challenges of modernity while others are reactionaryliving in the past or seeking to return to the past. The fact is, however, that the relationship of all Islamic thinkers and activists with the past is a complex matter. (Islamic thinkers and activists, as opposed to secularists, are those who pursue private or public political, sociological, or economic agendas while considering Islam to be their authoritative, but not necessarily exclusive, frame of reference.) From a sociological perspective, fundamentalist Islamic groups are thoroughly a product of modernity, and of modernist ideologies such as nationalism. Furthermore, whether the so-called fundamentalists are rooted in the Islamic tradition is highly disputed. All Islamic groups, regardless of their orientation, are part of a modern reality which they, for better or worse, help shape and define.

The terms progressives and reformers are helpful, but they have serious shortcomings as well. Many moderates claim to reflect the true and authentic Islam. In one way or another, they contend that they do not change the religion for the better but instead attempt to call Muslims back to the original faith. There is no question that the positions of such Muslims tend to be liberal rather than conservative, but the relationship of liberalism to progress or reform is a complicated philosophical question that cannot be exhaustively treated in this book. Liberalism typically connotes the adoption or pursuit of values that are oriented toward greater individual liberty. However, there is no predictable relationship between liberalism and reform or progress. Some of the worst dictators in history, such as Joseph Stalin and Gamal Abd al-Nasser, implemented reforms that led to socioeconomic progress in their countries, and yet these dictators were not liberal-minded in any sense of the word. Ironically, liberal values are not always achieved by moving forward; sometimes they are achieved by harkening back to tradition. For example, certain aspects of the Islamic tradition are far more liberally oriented than modern ideas accepted by Muslims.

Aside from the issue of liberalism and its relation to reform and progress, there are other reasons that dissuade me from using the terms reformers and progressives. It might be that a minority of Muslims are reformers or progressives, but in terms of Islamic theology and law, the majority of Muslims are moderates. Progressiveness and reformism are positions often adopted by an intellectual elite, but moderation more aptly describes the religious convictions of the majority of Muslims.

Those I am calling puritans have been described by various writers as fundamentalists, militants, extremists, radicals, fanatics, jihadists, and even simply Islamists. I prefer the label puritans, because the distinguishing characteristic of this group is the absolutist and uncompromising nature of its beliefs. In many ways, this orientation tends to be purist, in the sense that it is intolerant of competing points of view and considers pluralist realities to be a form of contamination of the unadulterated truth.

Although many have used the label fundamentalists, it is clearly problematic. All Islamic groups and organizations claim to adhere to the fundamentals of Islam. Even the most liberal movement will insist that its ideas and convictions better represent the fundamentals of the faith. In the Western context, using the term fundamentalists to describe extremist Christian groups that insist on the literal meaning of scripture, regardless of the historical context of a text, appears to be quite reasonable. But as many Muslim researchers have noted, the term fundamentalist is ill-fitted for the Islamic context because in Arabic the word becomes usuli, which means one who relies on the fundamentals or basics. So the expression Islamic fundamentalism conveys the unavoidable misimpression that only fundamentalists base their interpretations on the Quran and the traditions of the Prophetthe basic or fundamental sources of Islamic theology and law. However, many liberal, progressive, or moderate Muslims would describe themselves as usulis, or fundamentalists, without thinking that this carries a negative connotation. In the Islamic context, it makes much more sense to describe the fanatical reductionism and narrow-minded literalism of some groups as puritanical (a term that in the West invokes a particular historical experience that was not necessarily negative).

The terms extremists, fanatics, and radicals do offer reasonable alternatives. Most certainly, the Taliban and al-Qaida are extremists, fanatics, and radicals; and linguistically, extremism is the opposite of moderation. Nevertheless, considering the thought of these groups on a range of issues, it appears that they are consistently and systematically absolutist, dichotomous, and even idealistic. On certain issues, such as how they interpret the legacy of the Prophet and his Companions, these groups tend to be absolutist, unequivocal, and puritanical, not extremist or radical. In other words, the groups I am discussing in this book are not always, and on every issue, fanatical, radical, or extremist, but they are always puritanical. The earmark of their thinking is its absolutist and unequivocal quality, not its fanatical, radical, or extremist nature.

Although words connoting a level of extremism or fanaticism have their appeal, the term militant is clearly misguided. If by this term one means the willingness to use force, this designation is not very helpful. Islam, Christianity, and Judaism all accept that under certain circumstances the use of force is justified. On the other hand, if by militant one means the tendency to use excessive force, this label is so broadly applicable as to be unhelpful: it would apply to some Islamic groups, yes, but also to the policies of many factions and nations. If by militant one means the willingness to use offensive and aggressive, instead of purely defensive, forcewell, practically everyone claims to use force only in self-defense. Furthermore, militancy is not helpful in describing the attitudes of these groups toward women or minorities, for instance.

Recently, some writers have started to use the word jihadists to describe people like the Taliban and al-Qaida. I will discuss the issue of jihad later, but as a label it is misguided, lending confusion instead of clarity to understanding the uniqueness and particularity of the puritan orientation.

Some commentators have tried to differentiate between Muslims and Islamists (meaning those who believe in political Islam), and typically these commentators try to brand Islamism as the source of danger to civilized societies. Both expressionsIslamism and political Islamare vague and broad enough to cover any form of Islam that a particular commentator might wish to disparage. In general, Islamists are Muslims who believe that Islamic theology and law should serve as an authoritative frame of reference in any social or political condition. But using Islamic theology and law as an authoritative frame of reference does not necessarily mean believing in a theocratic state or imposing draconian laws upon an innocent group of people. It could simply mean drawing inspiration from Islamic ethics and morals in matters of public concern, and adopting positions endorsed or inspired by Islamic jurisprudence regarding a public issue. In short, using Islam as a source of authority could range widely from the most benign and noncoercive situations to a full-fledged theocratic state that dominates how people think and act.

Nevertheless, commentators who disparagingly use the labels political Islam or Islamist draw a line between the private and public sphere: Islam practiced privately is deemed acceptable, but any intrusion into the public sphere is treated as dangerous and unacceptable. Many Muslims would say that this amounts to proclaiming that Muslims may practice their religion but that they may not take their religion too seriously. Muslims are permitted to practice their religion within the confines of their private lives, but they may not intrude with their religion upon the public sphere. The exact role that religion should play in the public arena is far from a settled issue in either democratic theory or democratic practice. Religion may play a variety of roles in the public arena without the polity becoming a theocracy. Consider, for instance, the prominent roles that religious parties play in Israeli politics, and yet Israel is not a theocratic state. Even a country like the United States, which in comparison to the majority of Western liberal democracies has adopted the least compromising version of the doctrine of separation between church and state, is not immune. Recently, we have seen Christianitys influence in the public sphere increase markedly because of the strong religious convictions of high-ranking officials in the executive branch of the U.S. government. The idea that religion must be kept within the strict confines of the private sphere in order for a worthwhile democracy to exist is too simplistic, and it does not reflect the reality of successful democracies. Imposing this dichotomy between the private and public spheres upon Muslims and demanding that they adhere to a strict separation between church and state, otherwise disparagingly referring to them as Islamists or political Islamists, can only be described as arrogant, if not imperialist.

Curiously enough, Islam does not even have a church per se that can authoritatively set down the true canonical Islam; therefore, the doctrine of separation of church and state, strictly speaking, is not applicable to the Islamic context. The origins of Western democratic theory were based on preventing the Catholic Church from controlling and monopolizing the public sphere.

Early Western secularists of the seventeenth and eighteenth century wished to sharply curtail the powers of the Catholic Church, and in fact, several Western theorists thought that the Reformation and particularly Protestant theology was an adequate solution to the problem of religious hegemony over the public sphere and to horrendous atrocities such as the Inquisition, witch hunts, and the killing of heretics.

Islam, however, has had a very different experience with religion. In Islamic history, the absence of an institutional church ensured that religion could not monopolize or control the public sphere. Rather, religion or the representatives of Sharia law were always forced to compete to influence the public sphere in a variety of ways. Importantly, throughout Islamic history there has never been a single voice that represents the Sharia law or the canons of religion. Historically, the Islamic faith and Sharia law have been represented by several competing schools of theological and jurisprudential thought, the most powerful and notable of these organized into privately run professional guilds. Although the state often claimed to rule in Gods name, the legitimacy of such claims were challenged by these professional guilds.

The Protestant Reformation did not seek to remove religion from the public sphere altogether but to challenge the monopoly and religious despotism of the Catholic Church. Interestingly, among other things, this Reformation sought to bring to Europe a religious and political dynamic that already existed in Islam. Even most European democratic theorists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did not envision that there would be a complete divorce between the state and religion.1 After the French and American revolutions, secular theorists developed democratic theory in ways that would have been entirely unrecognizable and even shocking to the thinkers of the Protestant and Catholic Reformations. This historical overview underscores an important fact that is lost on many Muslims and non-Muslims in the modern age: theocratic governmentin other words, government that rules in Gods name and that, so to speak, represents God and His law in the public sphereis anathema to Islamic history and theology. A true theocracy would necessarily mean that there is only one correct point of view in Islamic theology and law, and all the rest are erroneous or illegitimate. Instead of Sharia being represented by various competing schools or guilds, with all of them having an equal claim to legitimacy, the state would effectively become a church, dictating the canon of the faith and treating all who disagree as heretics.

For the first time in Islamic history, the state is in a position to do just that, because the institutions that have historically represented Islamic theology and law have become co-opted and are now closely controlled by the state. In the past, the autonomy, plurality, and diversity of religious institutions made this kind of theocratic state difficult to achieve, but today the powers of the state in most of the Muslim world are vast and dominant. A theocratic state such as Saudi Arabia, for instance, is a genuine novelty in Islamic history.

Medieval Muslim jurists believed that it was the solemn duty of the state to protect Islam; and as long as the state did so, its legitimacy was not to be questioned or challenged. Interestingly enough, they also believed that Christians and Jews living in Muslim territory ought to be given the means to protect their religions as well. Medieval Muslim jurists envisioned that in order for the state to protect religion it was obligated to build mosques, collect and disperse alms, pilgrimage to the holy sites of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem, ban public acts of indecency, and punish those who maliciously defamed the Prophet or sought to corrupt the faith. At the same time, the state was obligated to afford protection to the diverse schools of thought and not to favor one interpretation of the faith over another.

That medieval legacy has left modern Muslims with extremely challenging questions. What is the difference between the state protecting religion, on the one hand, and the state representing religion, on the other? Can the state protect religion without undermining a democratic political order? England, for instance, has several statutes and common law doctrines that obligate the state to protect the Christian faith from malicious slander; Israel has various ordinances that protect Orthodox practices and observances in certain areas of the country, such as Jerusalem; Italy has a complex system of concessions and protections afforded to the Catholic Church; and Ireland, as well as other European states, is constitutionally obligated to preserve the Catholic identity of the state. Yet there is a significant difference between the state playing some role in protecting religion and the state becoming the representative and enforcer of religion, as in the Saudi model.

The formidable questions that confront Muslims today are whether democracy is reconcilable with Islam, whether Islam has its own unique system of government, and whether the historical caliphate should be restored and revitalized so that it can unite most Muslims under a single polity. The current debates among Muslims are not whether Islam can be political or not. But the exact role that Sharia should play in a modern state, the role of Islamic jurists (fuqaha), the relationship of the state to God, legislative sovereignty, constitutional limitations on the actions of the legislature, and even the desirability of liberal democracies as well as the place of human rights in a Muslim polity are all hotly contested issues in modern Islam. The spectrum of ideas on all these issues ranges from strongly puritanical on the one end to moderate on the other. These issues are but examples of the many problems that increasingly divide the two main groups wrestling for the soul of Islam.

The range of ideas explained in this book is based on my long engagement with the problems, issues, and doctrines of Islam and Muslims in a large number of Muslim and non-Muslim countries. The battle over these ideas is waged in the nations of the Middle East in particular, but it is certainly not limited to that region of the world. The battle for the soul of Islam takes place in every country, Muslim or non-Muslim, where puritans have clashed with moderates and have managed to make inroads. For most of my life, I have been a student of Islamic theology and law, and at different times I have moved along the spectrum of ideas presented in this book, and have experienced them both as an activist and as an academic. At this point I must confess that after years of reading Islamic sources on theology and jurisprudence, I have become convinced that the puritan end of the spectrum empties Islam of its moral and ethical content. And I have become convinced that a nonhumanistic Islam is a false Islamthat Islam is a message of compassion, mercy, love, and beauty and that these values represent the core of the faith. Nevertheless, my training as an Islamic jurist, a secular academic, and a lawyer has taught me to represent positions and points of view I do not agree with. I will strive to do justice to both ends of the spectrum, even if I not only disagree with one of those ends but also find it morally repugnant.

Far from being dry scholastic theological disputes, disagreements over these issues have far-reaching real-life consequences and implications. The issue that confronts us is no less important than the following: Between the puritans and moderates, which of the two groups is more likely to define the meaning and role of the worlds second-largest religion in the future?
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THE ROOTS OF THE PROBLEM




All religions, like all sociological and political movements, have a process or method for generating and defining authority. Authority can be formal or informal, but either way, authority defines for people what is official, formal, and binding. Fundamentally, it defines what can be relied upon and what ought to be followed. In the Islamic context, the authoritative communicates to believers what is objectionable, what is acceptable, and what is binding, and also what is formally a part of their religion.

However, in the modern era, Muslims have suffered a crisis of authority that has deteriorated to the point of full-fledged chaos. There are reasons for this that I will explain, but for now it is important to note that in the house of Islam, which includes any area where Muslims live, whether in Muslim countries or not, there are numerous parties who pretend to speak on Gods behalf but too few who are willing to listen.

A brief aside is necessary here. Modernity, as a concept, is highly contested by social theorists, but by modern era I mean the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, especially after the 1950s. The deterioration in religious authority started with the age of colonialism in the eighteenth century, especially with Bonapartes invasion of Egypt in 1798. But even back then the ulama (religious scholars or jurists) were able to mobilize the population into waging a vast rebellion against the French. By the twentieth century and onward, however, the ulama ceased to have that kind of influence in most of the Muslim world, and the crisis in religious authority was in full effect.

Westerners often complain that it is difficult to learn whether Islam endorses or condemns a particular position or practice, such as hostage-taking, suicide bombings, and the veiling of women. The same complaint is made by Muslims living in practically every part of the globe. Many Muslims in numerous venues, ranging from books and newspapers to call-in television and radio programs, complain that on a very wide range of issuesfrom those named above, as well as the legality of secret marriages and certain types of divorce, to interest on bank loans, house mortgages, fighting the Americans in Iraq or Afghanistan, and the duty of Muslims toward those suffering occupation in Chechnya and Kashmirthey find many contradictory statements about what is Islamically legitimate or condemnable. The phenomenon described here is not limited to the Middle East or to one part of the Muslim world. I have received a large amount of correspondence from Muslims living in several nonMiddle Eastern countries, including Malaysia, Indonesia, Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Australia, and several South American and sub-Saharan African countries, lamenting the same problem and asking if there is some way that a Muslim can ascertain the incontrovertible and true Islamic position on any of the issues mentioned above.

The reality is that in the modern age, there are many contradictory claims made in Islams name, and when it comes to Islamic law, the response one gets about any particular issue depends on whom one asks. This reality was keenly felt after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, but it has been evident in numerous controversies, such as the Salman Rushdie affair, the practices of the Taliban against women and historical and religious monuments, the stoning of women in Nigeria, the taking of hostages in Iran and Lebanon, the treatment of women in Saudi Arabia, the ejection of veiled Muslim girls from public schools in France, and the presence of women as religious leaders and advisers in Egypt, Canada, South Africa, and China.

JURISTS AND THE ONGOING BATTLE

FOR RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY

There is no church in Islam, as was noted earlier, and although this contributes to the chaos, it does not fully explain it. There is likewise no clergy, in the Western sense; there is nothing in Islam that comes close to the papacy in Rome or the institution of the priesthood. There is, however, a class of people who attend something like a seminary, where they study the religious sciences and Islamic law. In Islam, they are given various namesin Arabic, alim (pl. ulama), faqih (pl. fuqaha), mulla, shaykh, or imam. Because of the nature of their technical legal training and their historical role as lawyers and experts in jurisprudence, I will call them jurists throughout the book. Today, these individuals play a role quite similar to that of rabbis in the Jewish faith, in that they give counsel, conduct marriages, conduct the last rites for the deceased, and in some cases serve as judges in a religious court.

The opinions of these jurists carry persuasive authority, but they are not mandatory or binding. These opinions, known as fatawa (sing. fatwa), may address either a specific problem of interest to a particular person or a matter of public concern. In the classical age, Muslim scholars set strict qualifications that a jurist had to meet before becoming qualified to issue a fatwa, and the more serious the subject the higher the qualifications demanded of a jurist. In the contemporary age, the institutions that enforced this system of qualifications have crumbled and disappeared. Today, practically anyone can appoint himself a mufti and proceed to spew out fatawa, without either a legal or a social process that would restrain him from doing so.

A fatwa may be authoritative for some Muslims but not others. The decision to accept or reject a fatwa is entirely up to each individual Muslim. One group of Muslims may defer to one jurist and abide by his fatwa because they respect his learning and judgment, while another group may completely ignore it because, for whatever reason, they do not believe his fatwa to be correct. A Muslims decision to accept or reject a fatwa, however, is not supposed to be based on whim or mood; every Muslim is expected to reflect upon and ponder each fatwa and abide by it only if he or she believes that it truly and accurately represents the will of God. Although each fatwa reflects the opinion of a learned person about what God desires or wills, it is up to the recipients of the fatwa not to follow it blindly or unthinkingly. According to Islamic law, practicing Muslims must exert a degree of due diligence in researching the qualifications of the jurist issuing the fatwa, and also the evidentiary basis for the jurists opinion, before deciding to follow or reject any particular fatwa. Today, with the explosion in self-declared experts in Islamic law, and the absence of credible institutions that can discredit or vouch for the qualifications of fatwa issuers, there is complete chaos in the world of Islamic law. Especially since the advent of the Internet, most fatawa are authored by people trained as doctors, engineers, and computer scientists rather than Islamic scholars.1 This jurisprudential chaos is confusing and even torturous to the conscientious Muslim, let alone the average non-Muslim.

In the precolonial age, particularly from the ninth to the eighteenth centuries, jurists played the most pivotal role in providing authority in Islam. Although there was a long tradition of plurality of opinions within the juristic class and a practice of disputation and disagreement, juristic institutions provided the power of definition in Islam; collectively the juristic class determined what was orthodox and legitimate within the religion. Throughout the Muslim world, there were private religious endowments (known as the awqaf [sing. waqf]) that funded a network of seminaries. For the most part, these religious endowments were established by private philanthropists, many of whom were women. For all practical purposes, these seminaries functioned like law schools, providing jurists with rigorous training in Islamic jurisprudence.

Islamic jurisprudence is a legal system every bit as complex as the civil law, common law, and Jewish law legal systems. It is customary for Western scholars to distinguish between secular legal systems and Islamic law by claiming that secular law is based on the command of a human sovereign, while Islamic law is based on the command of a Divine sovereign. At the purely theoretical level, this claim is true to an extent, but it is an oversimplification that tends to understate the role of human agency in the production of Islamic law. Unlike secular law, Islamic jurisprudence covers matters pertaining to the relationship between God and human beingsthis has to do with ritual practices such as praying, fasting, giving alms, and making pilgrimage (these are known as ibadat laws). But, like secular law, Islamic jurisprudence also deals with matters relating to social and political interactions and to the relationship of human beings to one another (these are known as muamalat laws). These laws address a wide range of issues, such as marriage and divorce, inheritance, criminal offenses, contracts and commercial transactions, constitutional law, and international law. According to Islamic jurisprudential theory, all laws in either category must be geared toward achieving the welfare of people, establishing justice, and enjoining what is good while forbidding what is evil. These are the ultimate objectives of the law or, as some have called them, the constitutional purposes, of Islamic jurisprudence. As such, Muslim jurists are instructed to serve and promote these ultimate purposes.

Unlike secular legal systems, Islamic law is not based on positive commands issued by a government. Rather, Islamic law is produced by jurists interpreting textual sources and applying particular methodologies according to a fairly complex set of rules. The sources of Islamic law are the Quran, which Muslims believe is the literal, unadulterated word of God; the Sunna, which is a body of oral traditions describing what the Prophet and his Companions said and did; rule by analogy, which is effectively the following of precedents so that a judgment in an old case is adhered to in a similar new case; and consensus of the jurists (or, according to some, consensus of the Prophets Companions, and according to still others, consensus of Muslims in general, as opposed to jurists). Other than these main sources, a ruling in Islamic law could be based on equity, public interest, or custom. This, of course, is a general overview of the sources that Muslim jurists relied upon in constructing and building the Islamic legal system. But it ought to be noted that there were extensive debates and disagreements about the exact meaning and application of each these sources. For example, many jurists, particularly Shiis, believed that reason is an independent source of law.

Like in the common law system, Muslim jurists exercised the dominant role in producing the set of judgments and rulings that we now know as Islamic law. In theory, Muslim jurists searched and interpreted the Divine law, and they exercised considerable leeway and discretion in deciding what is valid or invalid, what is legitimate or illegitimate, what to count and what to abjure, what to rely on and what to exclude. Because most of Islamic law is the product of juristic reasoning and interpretive activity, on any significant issue one will find multiple legal opinions all claiming to be correct. In the first couple centuries of Islam, well over thirty schools of legal thought, organized along the lines of methodological and interpretive differences, competed for the hearts and minds of Muslims. Although the competition among the various schools of thought was often intense, all schools were considered equally legitimate and orthodox. The sum total of all the legal opinions according to the various schools of thought, in addition to the principles and methodologies, were known collectively as the Sharia (the holy law of God). In the classical age the state could not produce Sharia law; only the jurists could do so. Laws passed by the state were considered regulatory rules not included as part of Sharia law.

By the tenth century, most Islamic jurists received training in one of four Sunni schools of thought: Shafii, Maliki, Hanafi, or Hanbali. Each of the four schools was considered equally orthodox, and the laity could choose to follow any of them. (The many other schools existing earlier for various complicated reasons had become extinct.) Shii jurists, depending on their theological affiliation, trained in the Jafari or Zaydi schools, and at times they also trained in one of the Sunni schools of law.2

After many years of study in a law school or with distinguished jurists, a student would receive a sufficient number of licenses (ijazas) from professional mentors, until reaching the status of a jurist, or expert in Sharia. Trained in Islamic jurisprudence, such a graduate enjoyed many career opportunities, all of which would have earned him a high level of social esteem. Jurists could work as professors of law, as judges, as court clerks, or in other high-level administrative positions within the state bureaucracy. Importantly, however, regardless of their official or governmental post, jurists who earned the greatest trust, respect, and loyalty of the public through their teaching and writing also enjoyed the greatest level of social esteem and exercised the greatest influence on defining Islamic orthodoxy.

The Sharia was richly diverse. Indeed, it is difficult to convey to modern readers the degree of richness and diversity that the Sharia enjoyed. The only legal tradition that I am aware of that comes close to the richness of the Sharia tradition is the Jewish Rabbinic tradition, with its multi-interpretive methods and various competing interpretations. As in the Rabbinic tradition, the students of Islamic law considered a wide range of alternative interpretations and opinions on any particular point of law, and the various sages of Islamic law worked hard to earn the respect and loyal following of a number of students, who in turn worked to spread and develop their masters intellectual heritage. The Rabbinic tradition, with all its various sages, methodologies, and legal determinations, collectively represented Jewish law. Likewise, the Sharia contained a wide range of ethical and moral principles, legal methodologies, and many conflicting and competing judgments. This rich and diverse matrix of opinions and judgments was collectively considered to be Gods law.

In fact, to help visualize the phenomenon that I am describing, perhaps I should mention my own personal library on Islamic law. It contains about fifty thousand titles, the vast majority of which were written before the sixteenth century and as early as the ninth century. The books in this library represent a variety of approaches, schools of thought, and opinions written over the course of several centuries. Many of the titles are multivolumein fact, some titles contain as many as fifty volumes in print. As I repeatedly remind my students, the fifty thousand titles do not simply present the same ideas and doctrines over and over again. Rather, each book is unique and special in terms of the ideas and doctrines presented. Legally speaking, the diversity reflected in these books could make a world of difference in terms of results: some jurists, for instance, barred women from serving as judges while others allowed it; many jurists banned women from leading prayer while a few permitted it. But as much diversity and richness that is contained in my library as it stands, there are hundreds (if not thousands) of other texts that I dream of acquiring someday, because there are yet many other opinions and views that I am eager to learn. Unfortunately, many of these texts are not published and remain in manuscript form. Nevertheless, all these books together, those I have acquired and those I dream of acquiring, the published and unpublished, collectively represent what we call the Sharia.

The Shariaas a symbol to the Divine path and as the representative of the collective effort of Muslims at understanding what God wants from human beingsfunctioned like the symbolic glue that held the diverse Muslim nation together, despite its many different ethnicities, nationalities, and political entities. Sharia became a symbol of unity and commonality for Muslims around the world, and jurists were the Sharias guardians and protectors. Throughout the classical period, the Islamic Empire became divided into many principalities and kingdoms ruled by different emirs, sultans, or caliphs that at times were in military conflict with each other. But the Sharia remained the transcendent symbol of unity, and the jurists, as its articulators and protectors, stayed above the petty political and military conflicts and struggles for power. As such, the jurists, although belonging to a variety of schools of thought, provided the quintessential source of religious authority in the Muslim world.

This whole complex edifice that supplied religious authority in Islam started to crumble with the entry of Western colonialism in the eighteenth century. Domestic elements not related to colonialism, such as inefficient taxation systems and poorly organized militaries, had already started the process of deterioration well before the eighteenth century, but those elements would likely have self-corrected had it not been for the sharp blow that colonialism dealt to the institutions of Sharia after repeated military defeats of Ottoman and other Muslim forces across the Islamic world. Slowly but surely, the jurists lost their privileged position in society; and with the deterioration in their status, the place of Sharia in Muslim society was seriously compromised as well.

Colonialism, under the auspices of modernization, generated new elites of Western-educated secular professionals. Under the guise of reform, Sharia law was replaced with Western-based legal systems, and with that shift emerged a class of lawyers trained in Western-styled law schools. Nevertheless, the real damage to the status of jurists and the place of Sharia was done by native rulers installed by colonial powers in the postcolonial period. Especially in the 1950s and 1960s, many of the rulers of Muslim countries were military men, trained in secular armies organized along Western military doctrines; in short, they were, for the most part, Western-educated, secular, and nationalistic. The impact of this was nothing short of devastating. The religious endowments that funded the Sharia schools were nationalized and became state-owned property. In most countries the role of Sharia was severely narrowed down and replaced with Western-based secular legal systems. Many of the Sharia schools were closed down, and today most of them function as poorly preserved tourist attractions. Sharia schools, such as the Azhar in Egypt, became state-owned schools in which the state appointed and fired the faculty.

With these changes, career opportunities for those trained in the Sharia schools became severely limited. Increasingly, jurists were perceived as state functionaries who were entirely controlled and directed by the state. But there was another development that has escaped the attention of many contemporary scholars. The curricula of the Sharia schools were carefully redefined by the state, and the training of the students enrolled in these schools was completely overhauled in order to limit the jurists ability to provide intellectual leadership to society. The ulama (jurists) were trained to perform limited functions in society such as leading prayers in mosques, delivering Friday sermons, and at most, serving as judges in personal law courts. In order to limit the jurists social and political functions, the state followed the dual policy of enforcing poor educational standards and paying low wages. In most Muslim countries the state aspired to be the gatekeeper controlling the access of the ulama to the Islamic intellectual heritage by eliminating certain chairs, banning particular subjects or books, and firing jurists who stepped out of line or defied the state in any way. In addition, by lowering the educational standards and limiting the earning potential of the jurists, the state ensured that the religious schools only attracted the least able and bright students. The material taught in the religious schools no longer included studying jurisprudential theory, legal maxims, legal precedents, hermeneutics, rhetoric, procedural theory, or any of the kind of subjects normally encountered in schools of law. As a result, those graduating from these schools were no longer jurists or legal experts in any sense. Effectively, the ulama became more like Western-styled ministers, who functioned at the margins of society as religious advisers without being able to influence social or political policy in any meaningful way. After most Muslim countries adopted Western-based legal systems, the state took away the power of defining and enforcing the law from the jurists and gave it to lawyers educated in Western-styled secular law schools.3

This process left a vacuum in religious authority in modern Islam. The disintegration of the traditional institutions of Islamic learning and authority meant a descent into a condition of virtual anarchy in regard to the mechanisms of defining Islamic authenticity. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, noticing that Sharia law was losing its prominence in society, a number of jurists, including Rifaa al-Tahtawi (d. 1873), Muhammad Abduh (d. 1905), Rashid Rida (d. 1935), Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi (d. 1902), Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897), Ali Jalal al-Sanani (d. 1810), Muhammad al-Shawkani (d. 1834), Mustafa al-Maraghi (d. 1945), and Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938), attempted to stem the disaster by promoting liberal programs for Sharia reform. These thinkers tried to reinterpret Islamic law in order to make it more responsive to modern challenges, such as womens rights, civil and human rights, democratic governance, and economic equity.4

Although their intellectual efforts were formidable, it is difficult to assess the exact impact of these liberal reformers on the history of Islam. Institutionally, the political developments of the time pushed their reforms to the side, and rendered them marginal. The reformers, for the most part, were scholars and jurists who did not lead mass movements. The vacuum in religious authority that they were working to address was quickly filled by popular movements led by men who had neither the training nor the education of the liberal jurists. Examining their impact in the short term, one would be tempted to conclude that the liberal reformers did not make much of a difference in the Muslim world. However, I think such a conclusion would be too hasty. The original liberal reformers inspired others, such as Abd al-Majid Salim (d. 1954), Mahmud Shaltut (d. 1963), Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1996), Muhammad Umara, Subhi al-Mahmassani, Abd al-Razzaq al-Sanhuri (d. 1971), Salim al-Awa, Ahmad Hasan (d. 1958), Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988), and others, who have built upon the efforts of their predecessors in every decade since the early twentieth century. The reformers have had a significant impact upon moderate trends in contemporary Islam. For instance, some of the ideas that raised enormous controversy when originally proposed are now taken for granted by moderate Muslims. While the liberal reformers did not fill the vacuum of authority created in the postcolonial age, their ideas have inspired and shaped the thought of what I call moderate Islam. Today, it is the moderates who stand against the puritans aspiring to fill the vacuum of authority plaguing contemporary Islam.5

THE NATURE OF THE VACUUM

In 1933, the prominent jurist Yusuf al-Dijjawi (d. 1365/1946)6 decried with great chagrin that various puritan orientations were deprecating the Islamic tradition by enabling people with a very limited education in Islamic jurisprudence to become self-proclaimed experts in Sharia.7 The fears of al-Dijjawi were not only well founded, but things were to become much worse than he could have ever imagined. The vacuum in authority meant not so much that no one could authoritatively speak for Islam, but that virtually every Muslim with a modest knowledge of the Quran and the traditions of the Prophet was suddenly considered qualified to speak for the Islamic tradition and Sharia laweven Muslims unfamiliar with the precedents and accomplishments of past generations. Often these self-proclaimed experts were engineers, medical doctors, and physical scientists. In fact, the leaders of most Islamic movements, such as the Muslim Brotherhood and al-Qaida, have been engineers or medical doctors.

As these self-proclaimed and self-taught jurists reduced the Islamic heritage to the least common denominator, Islamic intellectual culture witnessed an unprecedented level of deterioration. The sad reality is that Islamic law and theology in the contemporary age were reduced to the extracurricular hobby of pamphlet readers and writers. Marginalized and displaced, Islamic law was now a field ripe for pietistic fictions and crass generalizations, rather than a technical discipline of complex interpretive practices and sophisticated methodologies of social and textual analysis.

To bring the problem closer to mind, imagine Rabbinic law being suddenly usurped by Jewish engineers and medical doctors. Soon nothing would remain of the Rabbinic tradition except unsystematic anecdotes and meditative speculations. Regardless of how interesting the collective outcome might be, the Rabbinic tradition, as a cohesive legacy, would be gone.

The role played in Islam by self-proclaimed experts is partly explained by the paradoxical nature of Sharia itself. As noted earlier, Sharia is, on the one hand, the sum total of technical legal methodologies, precedents, and decisions; it is also, on the other hand, a powerful symbol of the Islamic identity. For the trained jurist, Sharia is a legal system full of complex processes and technical jargon, but for the average Muslim, Sharia is a symbol for Islamic authenticity and legitimacy. Throughout Islamic history, the layperson (who in all likelihood knew very little of the technicalities of Sharia) revered Sharia as a sacred bridge to the Almighty God. For example, in a well-known passage, the famous Muslim jurist Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 751/13501) conveys a sense of the reverence and adoration with which the Sharia was held in Islamic history. He states:


The Sharia is Gods justice among His servants, and His mercy among his creatures. It is Gods shadow on this earth. It is His wisdom which leads to Him in the most exact way and the most exact affirmation of the truthfulness of His Prophet. It is His light which enlightens the seekers and His guidance for the rightly guided. It is the absolute cure for all ills and the straight path which if followed will lead to righteousness. It is life and nutrition, the medicine, the light, the cure and the safeguard. Every good in this life is derived from it and achieved through it, and every deficiency in existence results from its dissipation. If it had not been for the fact that some of its rules remain [in this world,] this world would become corrupted and the universe would be dissipated. If God would wish to destroy the world and dissolve existence, He would void whatever remains of its injunctions. For the Sharia which was sent to His Prophetis the pillar of existence and the key to success in this world and the Hereafter.8



In this passage, Ibn al-Qayyim is speaking of Sharia not as a technical legal system, but as a symbol, which despite its remarkable diversity and pluralism represents the unified Muslim identity. Because of Sharias symbolic role and its ability to appeal to and mobilize popular Muslim sentiment, activists and the leaders of puritan movements have found it necessary to exploit Sharia in order to win significant popular support.

In fact, in the 1970s various governments, such as those of Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Sudan, were complicit in supporting various Muslim movements in order to counter the spread of Marxist and leftist organizations. These governments also hoped to bolster their own power base by appearing to support Islamic movements that raised the banner of Sharia and called upon Muslims to rally around it. However, this honeymoon period between secular governments and puritan movements was short-lived because these governments soon discovered that puritan movements posed a serious threat to the stability of secular governments. For the many despotic Muslim states, the 1979 Iranian Revolution, in particular, came as a rude awakening that drove home the terrifying realization of the power of Sharia to mobilize the masses and overthrow powerful secular governments. Moreover, the 1981 assassination of Egypts President Anwar Sadat by a puritan group only added to the apprehension and animosity of the various despotic governments against the puritan movements.

By the early 1980s, in an effort to get rid of the puritan danger, many governments in the Muslim world replaced the short-lived honeymoon with vicious repression. Political repression, however, only succeeded in further radicalizing these puritan movements. It also generated considerable broad-based sympathy for the puritans, who were seen as victims of injustice and barbaric cruelty. In the 1970s and early 1980s, most Muslims sympathized with puritan movements as a statement of protest against the repression of the corrupt and despotic governments in power, but they did not necessarily agree with or approve of the puritan interpretation of Islam.

But other than political repression, there were other historical factors that led up to the puritans exploitation of Sharia as a powerful symbol of legitimacy in an effort to fill the vacuum of religious authority plaguing contemporary Islam.

In the 1960s and 1970s the Muslim world, especially the Middle East, was flooded by nationalistic ideologies and anti-colonial movements. Ideologies of Arab nationalism and pan-Arabism were staunchly secular; Islam was seen as a hindrance to developmental progress and modernization. Because of the social power of Islam and its ability to mobilize the masses, secular nationalist and pan-Arabist states attempted to strictly regulate religion and then use it to lend support to their cause. For example, Egypts President Gamal Abd al-Nasser tried to do this by making the once prestigious Azhar University entirely dependent on the government, and then had it lend support to all governmental policies (including Nassers severe repression of Islamic groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood).9A more recent example of this phenomenon was when Saddam Hussein, the leader of the zealously secularist Bath party, put God Is Great on the Iraqi flag and plunged into speeches about the duty of jihad in a failed effort to get Iraqis to fight to defend his regime.

As in the case of Saddam, the effort in the 1950s and 1960s to exploit religion in a shamelessly opportunistic fashion lacked credibility, and only succeeded in exacerbating the crisis in religious authority felt around the Muslim world. The 1967 war, in which Israel defeated several Arab countries, rubbed salt in the wound by underscoring the collective weakness of Muslim countries. The 1967 war also severely undercut the credibility of Arab nationalist and pan-Arabist ideologies. But the loss of Jerusalem to Israel was a blow not just to Arab countries, but to Muslims around the world. This blow to Muslim sentiment had deep historical roots; for instance, in 1187 when Saladin reconquered Jerusalem from the Franks, the Qadi of Damascus stood in the Aqsa Mosque and praised Saladin by whose deeds the dignity of Islam was restored. So with the loss of the Aqsa Mosque to Israel, many Muslims felt that Islam had lost its former glory, and some even felt that Islam was in danger. The military defeats and resulting devastation to the national pride of many Muslim countries augmented the sense of frustration with prevailing political orders and also made the crisis in religious legitimacy much more acute. After the loss of Jerusalem, and the spread of the sense that secular governments had neither developed their nations nor restored to Muslims their lost sense of pride, the 1970s and 1980s witnessed what some scholars have described as the Islamic revival or the return to Islam. However, the Islamic revival consisted of the emergence of mass movements, which were often led by self-proclaimed experts in Sharia who took advantage of the existing vacuum in religious authority. In response to the severe blows to the national pride of Muslims, these self-proclaimed experts were not interested in furthering the integrity or development of Islamic law or thought. Increasingly, their central interest became to augment the Islamic traditions mass appeal by transforming it into a vehicle for displays of power symbolisms. The objective of these power symbolisms was to overcome the pervasive sense of powerlessness and to restore the pride of Muslims by clinging on to Islam as a symbol of resistance and defiance. Furthermore, these power symbolisms became a means of expressing resistance to Western hegemony in the contemporary age, as well as a means of voicing national aspirations for political, social, and cultural independence throughout the Muslim world.

This meant placing the Islamic tradition at the service of political objectives and nationalistic causes, which had two further effects. First, as the Islamic intellectual heritage was persistently made to support shifting and temperamental political causes, the Islamic intellectual tradition and Islamic law suffered increasing degradation and deconstruction. Second, to the non-Muslim world, Islam became wedded to certain political causes, so that it became difficult for Westerners to think about Islam without reference to these political causes.

The most obvious example of this is the Israeli/Palestinian conflict so that, for instance, many people in the West are unable to think of Islam except in terms of how Islam affects that conflict. I often encounter this problem in teaching Islamic law. Many of my students enroll in the class thinking that a course on Islamic jurisprudence will inevitably focus on the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. When I announce that alas the course will not address this conflict at all, a considerable number of students politely withdraw from the course. Another rather typical example: Yale Law School organizes an impressive annual international symposium on Islamic law; and for as long as I have been involved with this symposium, the whole conference has been spent discussing the Arab/Israeli conflict.

Leaving aside the unfortunate but understandable confusion about the relationship of Islam to political issues and causes, as far as Islamic thought was concerned, the highly impoverished intellectual climate was ripe for exploitation by various evangelical mass movements, two of which were fated to become particularly influential: the Salafiyya (Salafis) and the Saudi Arabiabased Wahhabiyya (Wahhabis). It bears emphasis that these two movements were not the only ones to find the impoverished intellectual climate suitable for growth and expansionindeed, there were many such mass movements around the Muslim world that contributed to the insufferably chaotic conditions plaguing the world of Islam. At the same time, in my view, by the 1980s and afterward there is no doubt that the Salafis and Wahhabis had become the most influential puritan movements throughout most of the Muslim world, and also had the most far-reaching impact upon the contemporary theology of puritan Islam. Eventually, these two, more than any others, became the defining ideological forces for puritan Islam.
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