Dealing with Islamic extremism (1): the background

1. Overview

1.1 Sound policy should be based both on a full and proper appreciation of the facts and on
proportionate application of measures grounded in fact. Sadly, our approach to Muslim extremism
has been lacking on both counts.

1.2 Current orthodoxy portrays so-called Islamism as distinct from and a perversion of “the real Islam.”
Government and media repeatedly assert that Islam is a religion of peace. We shy away from any hint
that Islam is fundamentally incompatible with western social, legal, and moral norms.

1.3 Factual mistakes feed errors of policy. Islam is not merely tolerated but has been accommodated
to an unwarranted degree. Failure to appreciate its real nature has led politicians to misunderstand
the motivations of those involved in terrorist activity. Consequently, policymakers have imagined that
Muslim extremism can be tempered by dialogue with spokesmen for “the Muslim community,”
bought off by giving money to Islamic projects or salved by improved material conditions.

1.4 Any religion deserves to be weighed according to its orthodoxy, not its heresies. Accordingly, this
and the related papers use only the Koran! and the most widely accepted Hadith? in considering the
various issues discussed. Quotations are from the official Saudi Arabian translation produced by the
King Fahd complex for the Printing of the Holy Koran.

2. Mecca or Medina

2.1 Muslims are fond of characterising Islam as “the Religion of Peace” and refer to Islamic lands as
dar al Islam (house of Islam, also rendered as house of peace). The Koran contains much that is at first
sight peaceful, with a degree of toleration for Jews and Christians as “people of the book.” There is
much talk in some quarters of Islam, Judaism and Christianity as fellow “Abrahamic religions.”

2.2 Yet at the same time, Islamic terrorists believe their actions are not only justified by the Koran, but
demanded by it: see for example Surah 9:5 (“kill the unbelievers wherever you find them, and capture
them and besiege them, and lie in wait for them in each and every ambush”) and a host of similar
“sword verses.”3 It is not only Muslim extremists who refer to non- Islamic lands as dar al harb (house
of war).

2.3 Those parts of the Koran that are peaceful and tolerant derive from a time when Mohammed and
his followers were a persecuted minority in Mecca. Once he attained political power in Medina, the
message changed. To reconcile contradictions between verses in the Koran, Muslims apply the so-
called rule of abrogation. Called naskh, this is specified in Surah 2:106 and holds that if there is a
contradiction, a later verse takes precedence over earlier ones. The result is that verses from the

1 The Koran (or Q’ran) is the Muslim holy book, divided into chapters called Surahs. All Muslims (whether moderate or
extremist) believe it is the very word of God, dictated word for word to the Prophet Mohammed by the angel Gabriel.

2 A Hadith is not part of the Koran, but is a statement attributed to Mohammed on recognised authority.

3 Surah 9:5 was quoted by Osama bin Laden in his “declaration of war” against America. Further e xamples of “sword verses”
include Surah 4:89 and 4:91 (restatements of the injunction to “... kill the unbelievers wherever you find them...”), Surah
4:101 (“... disbelievers are ever unto you open enemies ...”), Surah 8:39 (“fight them until there is no more disbelief and
polytheism and the religion will all be for Allah alone in the whole of the world”), Surah 9:29 (“Fight against those who believe
not in Allah ... until they pay the jizya [tribute] with willing submission and feel themselves subdued”), Surah 9:123 (“Fight
those of the disbelievers whoare close to you and let them find hardness in you”) and Surah 47:4 (“When you meet [in fight
—jihad in Allah’s cause] those who disbelieve, smite their necks till you have killed and wounded many of them ...”). There
are in total thirty-four “sword verses” and Sheikh Muhammad Ezzat Darwazei, a respected authority on Islam, counts
between 500 and 700 jihad verses.



Medina period trump those from the time in Mecca. (The Koran is not collected in chronological order,
but Muslims are generally aware that the ‘fighting’ verses come from Medina.)

2.4 Accordingly, extremists’ views are neither perverse nor contrary to their scriptures. They are in
fact truer to the literal wording of the text than are those of moderates. Even suicide bombing is a
logical choice when jihad extends to holy war as well as personal spiritual effort (Surah 2:216) and
when the only way to be sure of salvation is to die a martyr’s death (Surah 3:169-174, Surah 47:4-6).

2.5 The unpalatable conclusion is that so-called Islamism is neither an aberration nor a perversion of
Islam. It is wholly consistent with the Koran and its proper rules of interpretation. Islam’s claim to be
peaceful in its dealings with non-Muslims simply cannot withstand serious analysis.*

2.6 Whilst Christians have made war in contravention of the New Testament, Muslims have made war
in obedience to the Koran.

3. Freedom, democracy, and rule of law

General

3.1 There has long been debate in the Muslim world regarding Islam’s compatibility with western
concepts of freedom, democracy, and rule of law. It is fair to say that Muslim theologians have
propounded a wide range of views on this subject. Taking them in reverse order:

Rule of law

3.2 Separation of church and state makes no sense in a Muslim context. Islam does not merely lay
down rules for right behaviour. It purports also to establish a full and complete system of law and
governance, making it a meld of religion and politics. Being a Muslim necessarily involves accepting
that shariah (the legal code set out in the Koran) is the only proper law to be applied by any state.

3.3 One of the fundamental planks undergirding western legal systems is equality before the law. By
contrast, the Koran:
(a) states that the evidence of two women is needed to equal that of one man (Surah 2:282),
thereby entrenching a view of women as fundamentally inferior;

(b) curses Jews (“Be you monkeys, despised and rejected”: Surah 7:166) and calls them
“monkeys and swine” (Surah 5:60);

(c) prescribes that the dhimmi (Jews and Christians living under Muslim rule) should pay a
tribute tax called jizya (Surah 9:29);

(d) enables husbands to divorce wives with greater ease than vice versa (Surah 2:228-232).

In matters of sex, race, and religious affiliation, therefore, equality before the law is a concept alien to
Islam.

Democracy

3.4 Since shariah is regarded as complete and perfect, it is necessarily fixed for all time.® In a true
Islamic system a parliament would have no legislative role to play. By definition, no new laws will be
required and insofar as issues of interpretation arise, these are the province of theologians.

4 As to Muslim assertions to the contrary, see the doctrine of tagiyya referred to in paragraph 4.1(a).

51slam prescribes in detail behaviour that is allowed (halal) and behaviour that is forbidden (haram). This makes adapting to
changing circumstances difficult. In contrast Christianity, being based largely on principles, does not suffer from the same
problem. The Bible sets its own historical context whereas the Koran, being delivered through one individual during the
course of one lifetime, does not.



3.5 The representative role of Parliament is similarly redundant. As with the relationship between man
and God, so with relationships between men: Allah cannot be questioned or held to account, and he
treats the opinions of men as being of no consequence. Since a Caliph is Allah’s earthly representative,
he should behave and be treated likewise.®

3.6 It follows that in a genuinely Muslim society there is no place for democracy in the western sense
and that, at best, a parliament can be little more than a cipher.

Freedom

3.6 The Koran states that “There is no compulsion in religion.” (Surah 2:256). However, Muslims do
not regard this as allowing someone to change their religion from Islam. In fact, Surah 4:89 says that
apostasy is punishable by death. Muslims therefore cannot choose which religion (if any) they wish to
follow. What we regard as one of the most fundamental freedoms is thereby denied.

3.7 The Koran does not forbid slavery’, which Mohammed condoned as long as a slave was treated
like a member of his master’s family (a proviso naturally honoured more in the breach than in the
observance). Muslim slavers began operating long before their western counterparts, and still do.
Islam has never produced the equivalent of William Wilberforce to campaign for the abolition of this
trade.

Summary

3.8 Although some have tried to argue otherwise, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that Islam will
always pull in the opposite direction from concepts of freedom, democracy and rule of law as these
are understood in the west.

4. Dialogue

4.1 There are difficulties in establishing genuine dialogue with Muslim extremists or their apologists:
(a) Good faith cannot be taken for granted, for the doctrine of tagiyya says that it is acceptable
to lie to non-Muslims in order to further the interests of Islam.

(b) An apparent commitment to peaceful means cannot be accepted at face value, for the
doctrine of hudnah encourages the making of a purely tactical truce with an enemy until
Muslims have grown strong enough to break the treaty and win the resulting conflict.

(c) What might seem like an invitation to negotiation and compromise can look different from
a Muslim perspective, being instead a call to accept Islam which, if rejected, will justify war
(Surah 3:64).

Attempts to treat with those who espouse such doctrines are likely to be seen as weakness.

4.2 Engaging with Muslims from the point of view of secular humanism guarantees a dialogue of the
deaf, for however much money is pumped into Islamic projects and however much material conditions
for Muslims may be improved, the injunctions contained in the Koran will remain.

4.3 The fight against Muslim extremism is akin to that against revolutionary Communism. There may
be times of peaceful co-existence, but there can never be true reconciliation. A creed that aims at

6 The God spoken of in the Bible is fundamentally different. He does not act on a whim, but makes covenants with humans
and invites them to hold him to his side of the bargain. The impact this has had on the development of society can be seen
in, for example, the so-called Army Debates held at Putney in the aftermath of the first English Civil War, where men argued
from Biblical principles that there should be representative government based on one man, one vote.

7Indeed, Surah 8:69 licenses the seizing of booty (including people) in conflicts.
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world domination through the use of force can be contained but will never be overcome until it
collapses under the weight of its own contradictions.

4.4 Dialogue that will really bear fruit belongs to the realm of ideas: a sustained campaign on the one
hand to show the irrationality and inconsistency of Islam® and on the other to present a real and
convincing spiritual alternative. That alternative is readily available in our own Christian heritage.

5. Conclusion

5.1 Muslims have never had to confront the rationalist challenges to their scriptures and doctrine of
the kind with which Christianity has grappled for centuries. The environment in Muslim societies is
such that any attempt to address these issues is a perilous undertaking. It therefore behoves us to
ensure that the process is undertaken here, where those involved can be protected and given fair
hearing.

5.2 We need greater honesty about what Islam is and where it leads. The simple fact is this: ideas
shape societies and societies shape those who live in them. It is no accident that Muslim countries are
as they are.

5.3 Multiculturalism is increasingly recognised to be an experiment that has failed. It has led us to
promote the bad and hobble the good. Allowing Muslims to practise their religion freely does not
mean that we have to say that Islam is right or true. Still less should it mean that we subsidise it, teach
it in schools or denigrate our own traditions in order to appease its adherents. Continuing down this
road will not deliver peace. It will merely hand the country to those who hold its finest ideas and
traditions in contempt.

5.4 Policy ideas that flow from the above are considered separately.
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8 Such are the internal inconsistencies in the Koran, supposedly written by an all-knowing God, that Islam is falsifiable (that
is, it can be proved to be wrong) in a way that Christianity is not. Some of the more obvious errors are the subject of a
separate paper.



