Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?

DISCUSSION 4:

The Crusades & Modern Perception of Islam

I. The Legacy of the Crusades

II.  Defining the “War on Terrorism”
Good morning: today I would like to turn to a discussion of the 1st Crusade of the late 11th century and its lasting legacy on modern perceptions.

EXPLAIN reading—compares/contrasts perceptions of each other—West & Islamic world—for next class, “PBS’ Global Connections: Common Western perceptions about Islam and the Middle East” and “Perceptions about the United States”  

The Legacy of the Crusades
Last time we looked at divisions within Islam, especially the major Shia-Sunni split in the decades following Muhammad’s death in 632.  Today we shift to the crusades of the medieval era and modern perceptions of that defining historical event.  The broader question: what does it all mean in terms of “the war on terrorism” and our world today?
One thing I would mention at the outset is that the terminology of the era of the Crusades is alive and well.  You may remember that not long after September 11, 2001, President Bush referred to the conflict against Islamic extremism as a “Crusade.”  Also, in one of his speeches released publicly Osama bin Laden referred to Saladin, the Muslim warrior who eventually defeated the Europeans and ran the Crusaders from Jerusalem—we’ll discuss him today.  SO THE RHETORIC OF TODAY REFLECTS this history!

In the early medieval period, Islam and Christianity had existed in relative peace with each other, except in the territories where the two religions came in to direct contact, i.e. Eastern Byzantium and Spain.  In the first half of the 11th century, however, the Islamic Caliph in Jerusalem, Al Hakim, burned the holiest Christian Church in the city, the Church of the Sepulcher, bringing tensions between Christians and Muslims to a new height.  This was a major deviation from the norm for Islamic rulers; as I mentioned earlier, their history is overwhelmingly one of tolerance for other religions, and the Qur’an even obligates Muslims to protect Churches, Synagogues, etc.  However, Al Hakim (the Osama Bin Laden of his day) read the Qur’an his own way and destroyed this beautiful Church.  His successor rebuilt the Church (show image), which remains one of the most important in the world for Christians, but the damage had already been done, although it would still be several decades before the Crusades would begin.

Another underlying contributing factor behind the Crusades was the gradual loss of land in Europe to the Islamic Empire.  Spain had been conquered and Islamicized in the 8th century, as had the Eastern 2/3 of the Byzantine Empire (show map).  European rulers, including the Popes, were eager to reverse the trend of Islamic expansion, especially when it came at the expense of Christian controlled territory.  Tensions mounted over the course of the 11th century and culminated at the end of the century in the 1st Crusade.    

· The Crusades: Christianity’s “Holy Wars” against the “infidel” Muslims in the holy lands, i.e. Jerusalem.  There were a series of four Crusades over the course of the late 11th–13th centuries.  Their stated purpose was to capture the Christian “holy lands”—which were, of course, also holy for Judaism and Islam—from Muslim (“infidel”/“Saracen”—for Europeans “Saracen” goes back to before Islam and refers to a nomadic Arabic tribe in the area of Syria, Lebanon, etc.—all “Arabs” and eventually, with the rise of Islam, all “Muslims” become simply “Saracens”) control.  
· But there was clearly another underlying motivation as well: to give Europe’s restless young knights something to do other than maraud and attack peasant villages and communities on the continent.  In his famous speech instigating the 1st Crusade in 1095, Pope Urban II spelled out his intentions clearly: “Oh race of the Franks [French], we learn that in some of your provinces no one can venture on the road by day or by night without injury or attack by highwaymen, and no one is secure even at home. … Let all hatred depart from among you—I emphasize “among” because it shows, again, that the true underlying motivation for the Crusades was to keep Europe’s knights from fighting among themselves by giving them a common enemy—all quarrels end, all wars cease.  Start upon the road … to wrest the [holy land] from the wicked race and subject it to yourselves.”  Their Christian rhetoric notwithstanding, the Crusades were first and foremost about sending restless young nobles off with the hopes of capturing riches, spoils, and new land.  Along the way the soldiers began by massacring Jews.  They also laid siege to and massacred the inhabitants of numerous cities along the way, not even distinguishing between Christian and Muslim in their attacks.  This was true when the Crusaders, after a lengthy siege, stormed and took over Jerusalem July 15, 1099, in a bloody massacre that included Christian victims who had taken refuge at the city’s main Church of the Sepulcher.  The seizure of Jerusalem marked the culmination of the 1st Crusade begun by Pope Urban II.  {NOTE: I avoid the phrase “Christian Crusaders” because to me what they were doing was not Christian in any way shape or form!  This was the merger of political ambition with religious rhetoric, not unlike what we’ve discussed with the early history of Islam as well…}.  Eyewitness participants among the Crusaders describe “blood up to the knees and ankles of the Crusaders”; Raymond Fulcher notes, “neither women nor children were spared.”

The victorious Crusaders did what they had done in Europe in their new land: they divided it up into fiefdoms and built heavily fortified castles as defensive fortifications (show image: The Castle of the Knights in Syria, the most magnificent of the many Crusader castles built in the 12th-13th centuries, the ruins of which remain in Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan).  The European conquerors of these occupied lands came to recognize what the original Arab inhabitants had long since known—that trade, not landed wealth, was most important in this part of the world with its dry, arid lands.  The Crusaders ruled territory in the Islamic realm (Jerusalem, Antioch, Edessa, etc.)—in modern-day Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria) for several decades.  They did not, however, greatly alter the Islamic culture of the native population, which continued to thrive amid the Crusader’s occupation.  Eventually a native conqueror emerged to end European occupation—Saladin, King of Egypt and Syria, who raised an army of Muslims that “liberated” or re-conquered—depending one your perspective—Jerusalem in 1187.  He is still revered as a great hero in the Islamic world, and Osama Bin Laden referred to Saladin in at least one his speeches—he seems to fancy himself somewhat of a modern-day Saladin (show Saladin; show map).  

Did anyone have a chance to look at the brief excerpt from Muhammad Asad’s book (show image)?  Born in 1900, he is a European (Austrian Jew) convert to Islam in 1926.  This is his preface or introduction to his book, The Road to Mecca (show image), entitled “The Story of a Story: Legacy of the Crusades”?  What did you get from that—what is he saying in that piece, written originally in the early 1950s?

What distorts the Westerner’s mind when looking at the Islamic world?  The old Graeco-Roman mode of thought that divides the world into Greeks and Romans on one side and “barbarians” on the other side (although point out that that mode of thought is common elsewhere in the world, i.e. China).  Asad argues that Westerners tend to understand non-Western history, culture, and identity merely as an extension of their own Western history and culture, rather than on its own terms, anticipating the argument of Edward Said’s famous book Orientalism (show image).  Thus, Asad says, his friends and acquaintances were having a hard time accepting that he really could have converted sincerely to Islam, which they see as inferior to anything and everything Western! 

How does he explain what he identifies as a particularly strong cultural bias (an “emotional bias”) against Islam in the West?  As a legacy of the Crusades!  And, conversely, what is the significance of the Crusades in the history of Western Europe?  They were a tremendous unifying force, bringing a variety of peoples together under a single cause {again, Pope Urban II’s words: “Let all hatred depart from among you all quarrels end, all wars cease.  Start upon the road … to wrest the [holy land] from the wicked race and subject it to yourselves.”  It’s the rhetoric of unity based on the demonization of an “other,” someone clearly identified as outside the unified group—a tried and true technique of politicians throughout history!  To quote Asad: “The traumatic experience of the Crusades gave Europe its cultural awareness and its unity; but this same experience was destined henceforth also to provide the false color in which Islam was to appear to Western eyes,” i.e. Muhammad as a false prophet and anti-Christ, etc.  . . . The shadow of the Crusades hovers over the West to this day; and all its reactions toward Islam and the Muslim world bear distinct traces of that die-hard ghost. . . .,” Muhammad Asad, The Road to Mecca (originally published 1954), pp. 9-10.

Defining the “War on Terrorism”
What is your understanding/definition of the term “war on terrorism”?  
· We should not define the “war on terrorism” as a “war on or against Islam”!!!

· The “war on terrorism” looks like the Cold War in a lot of ways, with strong elements of fear—underlined with a very real, legitimate threat—manipulated for political purposes; duck-and-cover = the color coded-warning system?!?

How would you define the term “terrorism,” what do you see it as exactly?  The act of random killing people (often—even usually—civilians) for political purposes and/or an ideologically-driven cause.  Of course, it is not an all-purpose definition: for example, where do the recent DC-area snipers fit in?!?  It is difficult to say exactly when and where terrorism in its modern form begins.  I have often seen it attributed to the Russians (People’s Will, 1870s, who fought against Tsarist rule in their country) or to the “Irish Brotherhood” of about the same time fighting against British rule.  In situations of national or political oppression terrorism is often adopted as a strategy of last resort—the tool of the powerless, as Palestinian author Edward Said and others have called it.  
What makes terrorism so difficult to pinpoint is that it is defined in very subjective terms: (to borrow an oft-heard and very accurate quip) “One person’s ‘terrorist’ is another person’s ‘freedom fighter.’”  {Contras in Nicaragua; at the time in the 1980s when the US was supporting Osama bin Laden as part of the mujahadeen fighting against the Soviets in Afghanistan, Nelson Mandela was still labeled by the US as a “terrorist”!  IT IS A RELATIVE TERM THAT DIFFERENT PEOPLE DEFINE DIFFERENTLY.  It depends on one’s perspective; even Bin Laden & Co. see themselves not as “terrorists,” an obviously pejorative term, but rather as “freedom fighters” struggling against what they perceive as unfair US-imposed oppression}.  
Finally, complicating the definition of terrorism still further is that it is not necessarily entirely the domain of oppressed peoples struggling for power.  The oft-heard phrase “state-sponsored terrorism” refers to acts of terrorism carried out by an empowered state apparatus against a (predominantly) civilian population.  The state most often associated with such acts is, of course, Israel, but that is highly debated and a very sensitive topic to say the least.  The US includes such countries as Libya, Iran, Iraq, North Korea and others as (including until recently Afghanistan) as states that sponsored terrorist networks, but then again many in those countries and elsewhere in the world would argue that the US itself is a terrorist state, which just goes to show again how subjective all of this is!  Questions/comments?
Next time I would like to look at US relations with Iran in the 20th century and at the role and position of women in the Islamic world.
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