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Islamic Terror:

Causes and Hope for Today

In the 20th century, and into the 21st century, the religion of Islam has carried with it a negative connotation.  The Islamic faith, and the entire Arab community, has become synonymous with terrorism and hate.  Growing numbers of terrorist attacks, including suicide and car bombers, have become the recognized face of Islam in much of the world.  Organizations like Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and the P.L.O. were some of the forefront in organized terrorist organizations.  The P.L.O. has, since, become more of a true political entity, abandoning their terrorist tactics.  Other organizations, however, have stepped up to fill the space the PLO vacated.  Terrorist attacks hit a peak, and quite a few nerves, in America when the World Trade Center towers were brought crumbling down by suicide bombers in hi-jacked U.S. airplanes.  The death toll of over 2000 Americans was enough to send the U.S. to war against all possible sources of terrorist support.  So, why are the Islamic nations so associated with violence?  Why the terrorist attacks?  Historians have asked the questions many different ways.  One has asked, “What went wrong?” with regard to the relationship between the Arab nations and the world.  How did a people who once reigned over much of Europe, Northern Africa, and the entire region between the Nile and Oxus Rivers fall from power?  How did a society that once defined “high culture” become supporters of terrorism?  And, the biggest question of them all – is there hope for future relations between the Islamic nations and the world?

To understand the questions with regard to Islam, their history has to be examined, if only briefly.  Islam’s history began with Mohammed, its founder and first leader of the faith.  In 610 C.E., Mohammed received his first “revelations” from, whom he could only assume was, God.  He kept the revelations to him, only revealing them to his wife and her cousin.  However, in 612 he felt the need to preach, and began to speak about the revelations he’d received from God.  Before Mohammed’s revelations, “It seemed to many of the more thoughtful people in Arabia that the Arabs were a lost people, exiled forever from the civilized world and ignored by God himself.”
  Mohammed’s teachings gave hope to the Arab people that they, too, could be special to the God of the Jews and Christians.  Up to this point, many Jews and Christians in the area taunted the Arabs as an unworthy people.
  It was not long before Mohammed had a large following and began to expand his influence and control over much of the Arab world.  In 632, however, the death of Mohammed threatened Islam’s security.  Even so, the first of the Caliphs was elected following the death of the Prophet and Islam continued with much the same fervor as before.

Throughout the next nine hundred years, the Islamic people experienced growth in territorial control and population.  By the time of the Ottoman Empire and Sulieman the Magnificent, the Islamic people were perhaps the strongest in the world.  However, this superiority was short-lived, and the steady decline in Arab power took place over the next two hundred years.  The Europeans, with their more-advanced weaponry and precise combat tactics, began to experience victory after victory over the Arab people.  Most notably was the treaty of Carlowitz in 1699, which marked the first major Ottoman reversal of power, and ceded Hungary to Austria.  Different historians view the decline of Islamic power in many different ways.  Karen Armstrong, in her book Islam: A Short History, suggests that Islamdom failed to keep pace with the West due to its superficial nature.  The Islamic states did not understand that, to match the newfound power of the West, society had to be changed from the top to bottom.

When the Ottomans had tried to reorganize their army along Western lines in the hope of containing the threat from Europe, their efforts were doomed because they were too superficial…agrarian society would have to transform itself from top to bottom, and re-create its entire social, economic, educational, religious, spiritual, political and intellectual structures.

According to Bernard Lewis, this was where the problem was.  Islam was not prepared to change its entire structural foundation.  It was looking for a quick fix to the problem of modernity.  What had taken the Western European nations three hundred years, the Muslims expected to accomplish in a few.  This inability to adapt to Western innovation was Islamdom’s downfall.  As the European nations became more and more influential, they became more imperialistic.  This imperialistic power eventually led to the ultimate loss in Islamic history – the formation of the nation of Israel.  The formation of Israel is at the heart of the conflict between Arab nations and the western world.  Its statehood was a direct blow to Islamic pride.  That is why, while many radical Islamic groups claim that their cause is religious in nature; the reality of their jihad is a mix between cultural/political differences and culmination of hatred over time.


To understand the “movement” of terrorism, however, its source must be determined.  John Esposito, in his book, Unholy War: Terror In The Name Of Islam, suggests that it is not simply a religious-zealot driven movement, but is rooted in the whole of Islamic society.  Anti-American sentiments, due to various foreign policies and some cultural aspects, play a vital role in the formation of a terrorist.  However, just as ignorance in the western world is viewed as wrong, a vast majority of the Muslim community is just as disgusted by the violent acts committed by the terrorist organizations.  Radical Islamicist leaders are often simply a product of circumstances, and should not be viewed as typical Muslims any more than a tyrant like Stalin should be viewed as a typical Russian, or Hitler a typical German.  Esposito explains that “Master terrorist Osama bin Laden, like other religious extremists, is the product of his upbringing and experiences in life, of the religious world he inherited and which he reinvents for his own purposes.”
  Just like other terrorists, Islamic extremists “exploit the authority of the past (Muhammad, the Quran, and Islamic history) for the religious rationale, precedents, and radical interpreters to justify and inspire their call for a jihad against Muslim governments and the West…”
 This rationale, however, is not in line with Mohammed’s own teachings about jihad.  The external warfare he called the “lesser jihad”, while the real jihad was the struggle within to follow the path of God.


The solution to the problem of terror and Islamic extremism has been sought in many ways.  The most common solution tried, it seems, is to attempt to establish democracies in Islamic populations.  “The most glaring difference between the Muslim world and the West today is the contrast between authoritarian and democratically elected governments.”
  However, many feel (because of various experiences with this attempt) that Islam and democracy are incompatible.  “Authoritarianism has been the norm not the exception in Muslim politics…”
 The track record of the two (Islam and democracy) being mixed has not been encouraging to its supporters.  This makes the American resolution to form a democracy out of the ruins of Iraq, for example, seem delusional.  This is because, to a degree, religion has always been separated from government in western cultures.  Even in the supposed theocratic monarchies of the western world’s history, there was government and there was religion.  They were never the same.  “Secularism in the modern political meaning – the idea that religion and political authority, church and state are different, and can or should be separated – is, in a profound sense, Christian.”
  For Muslim culture, government and religion are the same.  Their religion makes up their government.


Along with establishing democracies, another attempts to allay the fires of jihad have been through modernization.  Bernard Lewis draws his conclusion about Muslims and modernity based on the many failures of their meeting.

Modernizers—by reform or revolution—concentrated their efforts in three main areas: military, economic, and political.  The results achieved were, to say the least, disappointing.  The quest for victory by updated armies brought a series of humiliating defeats.  The quest for prosperity through development brought, in some countries, impoverished and corrupt economies in recurring need of external aid…[and] Worst of all is the political result: The long quest for freedom has left a string of shabby tyrannies…”

Esposito, in his concluding pages, recognizes that problems with modern Islam, mainly referring to terrorism in its name, will not be solved “solely by military or economic means.  Public diplomacy must be a critical component.”


Each of the authors dealt with major points of concern with regard to Islam.  Bernard Lewis and Karen Armstrong (in a sense) asked, “What went wrong?” while John Esposito focused mainly on the problem of terrorism and its causes.  Each presented points that are vital to the understanding of Islam in modern times.  “Those who do not know history are bound to repeat it” the maxim goes, and so it is with the history of Islam.  To fully know how to deal with modern issues, the history and background on the major points of interest in Islam need to be both recognized and understood.
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