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Before 9/11, few people in the West had any idea that there were Muslims prepared and eager to kill them or that far-flung and open-ended military campaigns in Muslim lands were imminent. This Muslim rage might have surprised the West and set its agenda, but it has roots in 14 centuries of history.
Since its inception at the time of the Prophet Muhammad, Islam has promised power and supremacy to the faithful, and in the past the promise seemed true. But sectarian splits -- notably between Sunni and Shia Islam -- destroyed the unity of Islam's believers; and in the long run unbelievers, whether Christians and Jews, Hindus or others, proved to have equal or greater power. This has induced unbearable humiliation.
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They founded or promoted movements that reject the West and all its ways.
	

	
	


Muslim rulers and intellectuals -- analyzing the reasons for the success of the unbelievers and seeking to revive the dormant creativity within Islam -- have generally borrowed from the whole spectrum of Western culture, from clothing and architecture to nationalism and Marxism. The external appearance of the Islamic world has changed accordingly, and to some extent the mind-set of Muslims has modified, but this change has done virtually nothing to equalize the relationship between believers and unbelievers or to cancel out perceived humiliation.

A small number of thinkers and activists chose the opposite course, rejecting the West and all its ways. In "Knowing the Enemy," Mary Habeck, an associate professor at Johns Hopkins, provides a succinct and useful guide to the work of some of these men, singling out Muhammad Abdul Wahhab (the 18th-century founder of Wahhabism, or Sunni Islam as practiced in Saudi Arabia), Hasan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb, successive leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, and the Pakistani Sayyid Abul A'la Mawdudi. Obscure at the outset of their careers, they have nevertheless founded or promoted mass movements of militant Islamism. Here are examples of the importance of ideas in human affairs.

To such men, Western culture and Muslim adaptations to it have emptied Islam of its originality and beauty. Democracy, liberalism, secularism, and rights for women and minorities are contrary to the obligations imposed by the one true faith. Mr. Qutb in [image: image2.png]


the 1950s went so far as to declare that modernization had returned Muslims to a state of pagan ignorance. There is a remedy, however: To be supremely powerful once more, Muslims have only to revert to the pristine Islam as taught by the Prophet. The aim is to gather the world's Muslims into a caliphate, a state under a single absolute ruler where the sharia, or holy law, will apply absolutely. Then they convert, subdue or kill the unbelievers by means of jihad, or the waging of justified war. Perfect peace will break out when everyone everywhere worships Allah alone.
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KNOWING THE ENEMY
By Mary Habeck
(Yale University Press, 256 pages, $25)
Declaring that these aspirations are universal, Islamists reject the obvious criticism that they are intolerant as well as impractical. To ask if the Muslim plight might be explained because something is amiss with their own culture only compounds the ever-present sense of humiliation. In complete defiance of reality, they have instead devised a complex conspiracy.

The West, they assert, is really only a new front for the unbelievers of old, whether Christians or Jews, who have always had the long-term intention of destroying Islam by foisting their notions and values on to innocent Muslims. The malice and cunning of the West can be resisted only with hatred and violence. Muslim modernizers are merely traitors, agents who deserve death for selling out to the West.

Ms. Habeck inspects variations of emphasis and tactics among Islamists. Some advocate first dealing with Muslim traitor-agents and only afterward the West; others, such as al Qaeda, prefer to open the campaign against the U.S., as the main protagonist of the West and unbelief. Some Islamists maintain that a precondition for successful jihad is a Muslim state of the kind the Taliban put in place in Afghanistan; others believe that general terror will better serve their purpose. Some propose that an exact repetition of the Prophet's every move will ensure victory, while others consider that they should adapt to conditions today. Ms. Habeck shows how Islamists promote militancy by quoting selectively from the holy texts in ways that often falsify genuine doctrine. Jihadis resort to suicide bombing, for instance, on the grounds that Islamic law justifies "a hopeless attack if it causes unbelievers to lose heart."

In one important respect, however, "Knowing the Enemy" gives an incomplete picture, by ignoring the Shia Islamism that erupted after the overthrow of the Shah in 1979. Iranian ayatollahs, and the intellectuals supporting them, subscribe to the same anti-Western conspiracy theory as the Muslim Brotherhood, the Wahhabis and other Sunnis, and they share the same sense of global mission through jihad. This common purpose does nothing to reconcile the Islamic factions, of course. Ancient theological preconceptions and stereotypes compel Shia and Sunni jihadis to compete rather than complement each other, as evidenced throughout the Middle East and especially in today's Iraq.

Ms. Habeck reaches the plausible conclusion that, in the end -- which may first mean spells of extremist government -- democracy will replace the irrationality and cruelty of Islamism. She might have added that the man on the street is all the more likely to accept modernization and Western culture precisely because Sunni and Shia Islamists continually hate one another more than they love the Muslim masses in whose name they claim to be acting.

Mr. Pryce-Jones is the author of "The Closed Circle: An Interpretation of the Arabs," among many other books.
	 
	URL for this article:
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB113563511119831604.html


