Bloody Borders

By Keith Roderick, D.D. 

Even before the tragic images of the attacks on September 11, 2001 it was striking to note the number of stories featuring clashes between Muslims and non-Muslims that one could see during the course of watching the nightly television news programs.  The National Defense Council Foundation has listed at least 65 conflicts, almost double that number since the early 1980’s.  The foundation’s latest annual reports have noted that since the end of the Cold War there has been a disintegration of the relative order of the old arrangement between superpowers.  The foundation concludes that this has contributed to the increase of regional conflicts.  Four of the five countries considered the unstable are Islamic: Afghanistan, Somalia, Iraq, and Chechnya.  Of the most active groups categorized as terrorist organizations by the U. S. Department of State, 14 of the 27 groups listed are Islamic and have as their ultimate societal goal the implementation of Shari’a, Islamic law, by the force of jihad (holy war).  

These clashes are the only ones cited because they have been catapulted into the status of regional conflicts or accompanied by such appalling carnage that cannot be ignored.  Seething just below edited new clips is a dynamic process of cultural change.   What the 70% of the American public, who receive their international news primarily through television, have not seen is that relations between Muslims and non-Muslims has disintegrated, marked by violence and a hardening of ideological positions.  The harmonious status quo of inter-religious parity, pluralism and tolerance has given way to militant political and religious orthodoxy in recent decades in various locations throughout the Middle East, Asia and Africa.

Samuel P. Huntington precipitated a flurry of criticism when he published a 1993 Foreign Affairs article entitled,  “The Clash of Civilizations?” in which he stated that, “Islam has bloody borders.”  In his book, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, published in 1996, Huntington reiterated his controversial conclusion by stating that “Islam’s borders are bloody, and so are its innards.”  He argued that there is data to substantiate that there is a propensity to violence within Muslim culture.  He noted that, in the 1990’s, Muslims were engaged in more incidences of inter-group violence than non-Muslims, and that two-thirds to three-quarters of “inter-civilization conflicts” were between Muslims and non-Muslims.

British author of Islam In the World, and regular contributor to the BBC as a Middle East specialist, Malise Ruthven, described Islam as, “a religion programmed for victory.”  Ruthven has observed, “Unlike Christianity, which learned to successfully survive without assimilation under non-Christian dominance, Islam historically has reacted stridently at the actual or perceived encroachment by non-Muslims into Islamic culture.”  

In an interview for the Chandigarh Times of India, the Muslim-born Indian scholar and author of the controversial book, Islam – The Arab National Movement, Anwar Shaikh, was critical of Islamic revivalists whom, he argued, use Islam as a tool for personal religious and political gain.  Shaikh claimed that Islam is being used to impose Arab cultural imperialism.  He noted, “It is totally false to say that Islam is the ambassador of international brotherhood.”  He cited, for example, the fact that, in India, Muslims are unable to accept India as their home apart from the ideas of jihad.  India, so the thinking goes by many Indian Muslims, can never be the motherland for Islamists, the place one loves and where one receives nurturing; it must always be the place of warfare, the dar al-harb, where the activity of jihad takes place until India is Islamicized.  This observation led the scholar to conclude that, “Islam is based on the doctrine of hating and murdering non-Muslims and reducing them to the status of political slaves.”  Shaikh noted that conflict is imbedded in the very nature of Islam.  He concluded, “By declaring all Muslims as one nation and the non-Muslims as another, he (the Prophet Mohammed) created the ‘two nation theory,’ perpetually setting Muslims against non-Muslims.”

John Esposito, professor of Religion and International Affairs and director of the Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding at Georgetown University, in his book, The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality, rightly raises the question whether or not it is correct to identify violence to Islam as a religion rather than attributing it to some Muslims apart from the religious ideas.  Esposito argues that Huntington’s conclusion that ‘Islam has bloody borders,’ is inaccurate because, “it explicitly attributes the bloodshed to the religion of Islam and not simply to the actions of some Muslims.”  He concedes to Huntington the fact that religion and ethnicity do tend to create an “us/them” worldview.  However, Esposito does not directly address the central conundrum of this dialectical perspective that seems to be imbedded in many of the hadiths of the Sunnah.  When Islamic revivalists turn to the orthodoxy of Islamic tradition, they also embrace the nature of religious conflict.  To argue that conflict is not an essential element of the revivalist perspective is to ignore the two-world doctrine of dar al-Islam, the abode of peace where Islam rules, and dar al-harb, the abode of war, every place else, where struggle must continue until Islam is triumphant, ideologically and politically.  

Esposito belittles Huntington for portraying history as the product of competing claims and resulting conflicts, and,  yet,  he admits that Islamic revival movements have failed to come to terms with political dissent and toleration of diversity.  He notes, “The extent to which the growth of Islamic revivalism has been accompanied in some countries by attempts to restrict women’s rights, strikes fear in segments of Muslim society and challenges the credibility of those who call for Islamization or re-Islamization of state and society.”     

When other Muslims challenge Islamists, these voices are quickly dismissed as being illegitimate representations of Islam.  As vanguards for the Islamization of the world, Islamists employ the language of jihad rather than pluralism; unity by submission, rather than mutual respect and co-existence.  

 Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, president of the Maldives, speaking in Dharubaaruge on July 3, 2000 in commemoration of the Islamization of the Maldives, noted that the country’s sovereignty was the result of Islamic homogeneity.  He opined that the country would not be able to sustain its independence and sovereignty if other religions were allowed into the country.  In 1998, Maldavian security forces arrested and interrogated over 30 Christians, all former Muslims.  Jubilee Campaign’s Parliamentary Officer, Wilford Wong, noted that this most recent statement indicated that Gayoom’s policy of intolerance would intensify in order to retain his vision of a nation that, the president believes, has achieved dar al-Islam.

Islamists, when confronted by other Muslims, tend to retreat to arguments of legitimacy.  The Islamist perspective narrowly defines a true Muslim.  Human rights activists, who confront Islamists when universally recognized human rights have been abused, are silenced by Islamists’ accusations against them of non-Muslim bigotry, intolerance, or cultural insensitivity.   

The need to assert legitimacy by defining one’s movement against what one is not, a Kafir or unbeliever, is a powerful force that does not lend itself easily to peaceful co-existence.  For example, Articles 6 and 31 of the Hamas charter established the presumption that a state of non-conflict can only exist when Islam rules.  The charter noted that peace for Jews and Christians is only possible under the rule of Islam and that any sense of independent nationhood or sovereignty must be denied to them.  Islamic revival movements such as Hamas, Hizbollah, Gamaa Islamiyya, and Islamic Jihad are called terrorist organizations in the West.  However, within the Islamic societies from which these movements arise, and in the context of jihad, they are “freedom fighters.”   Violence is justifiably an instrument of the higher aim, either liberation or defense.  

The sacredization of jihad in historic Islam has legitimized violence in terms of Muslim and non-Muslim relations.  As much as non-Muslim dominant societies need to open themselves to understanding and acceptance of Islamic culture, Muslim-dominanted societies need to open themselves to a reconsideration of the predominance of the two worlds in conflict perspective.   Christians have long wrestled with one embarrassing century of militant aggression of the Crusades in the Middle East.  Islamists have yet to address with the same kind of introspection and apology for the consequences of nearly 1,400 years Arab/Islamic imperialism throughout the Middle East and Africa. 

Islamists have gained legitimacy of their insurgent actions by successfully portraying non-Muslims as interlopers. Following the withdrawal of the Israel Defense Forces and the South Lebanese Army (SLA) from South Lebanon, Lebanese Broadcasting Company (LBC) reporters and other Western media outlets described Hizbollah and Amal fighters as liberators.  The SLA soldiers were universally characterized as proxies of the Israeli forces and, by many, as collaborators and illegitimate co-occupiers of Arab lands.  The SLA, constituted by Lebanese Christians and Shiite Muslims from the area, believed that they were defending their own villages from the occupation of the Syrian-backed and Iranian-sponsored Hizbollah forces.  

The perception of non-Muslims as interlopers is a forceful idea that subtly enters into social/political realities.  The term “interloper” infers illegitimacy.   Lebanon is a perfect example of how Islamists successfully defended their claim for hegemonic dominance by demonizing the Christians of south Lebanon as outsiders that did not belong or have any legitimate claims to the land. The Islamists were able to aggressively dismantle the non-Muslim enclave and successfully consolidate their occupation of south Lebanon, as well as winning the argument of legitimacy on the world stage.  In Nigeria, Indonesia, and Egypt violent mob actions and orchestrated campaigns against Christians are routinely described by western reporters as “sectarian violence”, inferring that the victim shares an equal responsibility with the provocateur in their own suffering.  

The Egyptian-born specialist on the condition of Jews and Christians under Islam, Bat Ye’or,  noted in her article entitled, “The Dhimmi Factor in the Exodus of Jews from the Arab Countries,” that the Arab/Muslim expansion on predominantly Christian lands in the Middle East was justified by Muslim theologians and jurists in the eighth and ninth centuries.  The jihad, as a war of conquest, became the legitimate principle that determined the course of future Muslim and non-Muslim relationships.  The author observed that, “the religious and legal structure developed by Muslim theologians and jurists, based on the Koran and hadiths, elaborated the concept and doctrine of jihad.  This established the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims in terms of belligerency, hostility, and submissiveness.” 
Is there a pattern of violence greater in the areas where a resurgent Islam interfaces other non-Muslim cultures?  There is ample anecdotal evidence in current affairs to confirm Huntington’s conclusions: conflict may be endemic to Muslim/non-Muslim relations, especially when the parameters of those relations are narrowly defined by ideologues.  It is a reality that non-Muslims may have to find ways to either adapt to or resist.  But, it is also a problem that Muslims must come to terms with themselves.  Can Islam thrive as missionary religion without jihad? Can Islam co-exist with other religions in a pluralistic society, or must it always be the all or nothing if Islamic utopianism?  If Islamic theologians and jurists have the will to strip the concept of jihad of its political and cultural dynamic, elevating its personal and interior dimension for the believer, Islamic revivalism may contribute constructively to Muslim/non-Muslim social development.  

The testing ground for this future course may not be found in the Near East or Africa, but rather in Europe and America.  The attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon is an indication that the conflict fueled by Islamic utopianism is global in nature.   Islamists in the global community cannot have it both ways; having the expectation that, in the West’s pluralistic social tradition, Islam should have complete accommodation, and, at one and the same time, defend Islamic movements and governments who place severe restrictions on non-Muslims living in Islamic societies. All too often, where Muslims are in the majority, Islamists expect non-Muslims to yield to the sovereignty of Shari’a, even when it results in the diminishment of minority cultures.  However, where Muslims are in a minority, Islamists expect non-Muslims to yield to the demands of Islamic autonomy.  The notion that Jews and Christians should abandon their own culture for the sake of receiving protection from Islamic overlords in a state of dhimmitde (protected status) passed long ago. It was an imperialistic notion that justified humiliation of and violence against non-Muslim minorities.  It was an instrument of cultural genocide.  The idea that non-Muslims should submit to the rule of Islamic rulers by conversion or be warred upon, or in the case of Jews and Christians, pay protection money as dhimmi to save being warred upon without conversion, is an obstacle to very great progress in Muslim/non-Muslim relations.  

Throughout the Middle East, where there is Islamic resurgence and enthusiasm for the movements that claim to be the legitimate bearer of its standard, there is a popular graffiti slogan, “Islam is the answer!”  Islamic organizations, such as Hamas, who have enshrined these archaic ideas in their movement, may not so much be part of the answer as they are part of the problem.  As Esposito has noted, “The status of non-Muslims and religious and political pluralism remain contemporary Islamic issues requiring reform.  Without a reinterpretation of the classical Islamic legal doctrine regarding non-Muslim minorities as ‘protected People’ (dhimmi), an ideologically oriented Islamic state would be at best a limited democracy…. Thus, by modern standards, non-Muslims would be second class citizens with limited rights and opportunities, as is the case in countries such as Iran and Pakistan.” 

Geography and ethnicity may not make the borders of Islam bloody, but ideology does.  The interface between the culture of the Islamic revivalists, the advocates of an ideological “Islamism”, and those who are not or who are something else, is like a fault under tremendous pressure.   Inevitably, the fault slips releasing destructive energy.

These past 20 years have been remarkably successful for Islamists, beginning with their stunning revival in Iran.  Unfortunately, this revival has been marked by much bloodshed as Islamists have attempted to repeat their successes, in places as diverse as the Indian Ocean territories to the western shores of Africa.  This has also been a time of silencing and persecuting those standing outside the movement, moderate Muslims, non-Muslim minorities, and critics of Islamists in the West. In the coming years of the new century, effective counter-measures to the Islamists must come from within these dissentient groups, these “other voices.”  Tough and persistent questions must be raised, new solutions must be proposed and alternative movements must be supported.  For, if the next 20 years proves as successful for the Islamists as the past two decades have been, the potential for bloody conflict will surely continue. The September 11 attack indicates that this conflict has breached the borders that are now home to many Islamist apologists, in government bureaucracies, in academia, and in media outlets, all of whom value highly their own personal freedom, and thought that they were comfortably removed from conflict. 

