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The violent acts of September 11th, 2001 surprised everyone. Why such acts? Is there a link between Islamic norms and such acts? How can we prevent such things from happening again? I shall attempt to answer these questions.

1. Preliminary observations.

In both hate and love it is important to remain cool-headed and to be precise. So, I start with three preliminary observations. 
A. I intentionally used the term "violent acts" and not "terrorist acts" to describe the events of September 11th. There is no internationally accepted definition of the notion "terrorism". The United Nations has adopted resolutions against "terrorism" without defining the term. As long as its contents have not been clearly defined, the word belongs to the domain of political propaganda and jurists should avoid it.

B. Violence is an integral part of human and animal nature and is linked to the instincts of survival or domination. Whether right or wrong, people try to justify violence rationally or on religious grounds. Violence is found in relations between humans and animals (e.g. the slaughter of animals), between parents and children (e.g. male and female circumcision), between men and women, between teachers and students, between governments and citizens, between one group and another, etc.

C. Here I will speak only of Islamic norms regarding violence between Muslims and non-Muslims, but one should keep in mind that violence is not a Muslim monopoly. Jews, invoking the Bible, destroyed 385 Palestinian villages. The U.S. president, George W. Bush, describes himself as a Christian and prays for God's blessing in his inflammatory speeches. 

2. Hostile relations in classic Islamic law.

On the basis of the Koran and the Sunnah (Mohammad's Tradition), the two sources of Islamic law, classic Islamic jurists divide the world in terms of religious allegiance.
First, there is the Land of Islam, i.e. the regions where Muslims hold political power. These regions are inhabited by Muslims and by non-Muslims. According to Muslim belief the latter will eventually become Muslims. The non-Muslims are either People of the Book (Jews, Christians, Sabeans, Zoroastrians and Samaritans) or polytheists. People of the Book are allowed to live in the Land of Islam and to keep their faiths but they are subject to restrictions and must pay a tax. The men are not allowed to marry Muslim women (whereas Muslim men are allowed to marry non-Muslim women). Non-Muslims are encouraged to become Muslims but a Muslim who changes his religion is subject to the death penalty. Polytheists are not allowed to live in the Land of Islam and must choose between war and becoming Muslims. The Arabian peninsula has a unique statute: a non-Muslim is not allowed to live there.
Beyond the Land of Islam is the Land of War, often called the Land of Unbelief. According to Muslim doctrine, these regions eventually have to be conquered and come under Muslim control. It is said that Mohammed used to send messages to the leaders of neighbouring countries inviting them to become Muslims. If they refused and were people of the Book they had to i submit to his political power and pay a tribute. If they refused to convert or submit they had to prepare for war.
The Koran says: "Don't agree for peace if you are the stronger" (47:35). Classic Muslim jurists hold that the head of an Islamic State may not conclude peace with non-Muslim countries unless the latter are militarily superior. This principle was formulated by both Abu-Yussof (d. 798) and Al-Mawardi (d. 1058). Among the obligations of a chief of State, the latter mentions this one:
Fight those who, after having been invited to become Muslims, refuse to embrace Islam; fight them until they convert or agree to pay tribute, thereby establishing Allah's law as superior to all other religions.
Al-Mawardi goes on to say that if the adversaries convert to Islam "they get the same rights as we have with the same obligations as we have, they retain their lands and possessions". If they beg for mercy and ask for a truce, he truce is permissible only if is too difficult to defeat them and if they pay; the truce should be as short as possible and never exceed ten years; a truce longer than ten years is invalid.
Three centuries later, Ibn-Khaldun (d. 1406) writes that it is legitimate for Muslims to wage offensive wars since, contrary to adherents of other religions, Muslims have a universal mission of bringing all peoples to the Muslim faith whether they desire it or not. Adherents of other religions do not have a universal mission, so have only the right to wage defensive wars.
According to classic Muslim teachings, Muslims are not allowed to emigrate to the Land of Unbelief and Muslims living in that land must leave it to go to the Land of Islam in order to live under the rule of Islamic law, to increase the number of Muslims and to weaken the camp of the unbelievers. Muslims followed these teachings and moved away from countries taken back by the Christians, such as Sicily and Andalusia. 

3. Survival of the classic concept.

After the colonization and the fall of the Ottoman empire and after the abolition of the caliphate in 1924, the Muslim world split up into nation-states that now are members of the Untied Nations. This presents a new geopolitical situation into which modern Muslim writers try to incorporate the old division between the Land of Islam and the Land of War.
For example, Abu-Zahrah (d. 1974) says that it is the Untied Nations Organization, which has united the present world and whose members have committed themselves to respect its laws. In such a case, the Koran requires that all commitments be honoured (17:34). Thus, the non-Muslim countries are not to be considered Land of War but Land of Treaty (Dar ahd).
In spite of this, writings with a religious orientation continue to refer to non-Muslim countries as the Land of Unbelief and their inhabitants as unbelievers (kafirs), -- a designation also used for all non-Muslims (including Christians and Jews who are citizens of Muslim countries and who may even be governmental ministers). On the other hand, Islamic political movements intent on taking power in Muslim countries tend to rehabilitate the old distinction between Land of Islam and Land of War. This is more or less explicit in drafts of constitutions which these movements have already prepared in expectation of taking power.
Thus, the draft for a constitution of the Liberation Party stipulates: "Jihad is an obligation for Muslims". The accompanying commentary says that, to begin with, unbelievers should be asked to embrace Islam. If they refuse, only then should war be waged against them. The draft prohibits treaties of absolute neutrality because they reduce the power of the Muslims; also treaties that stipulate permanent borders because these would mean no more propagation of Muslims beliefs or of jihad. This constitutional draft even envisages payment of a tax by non-Muslims who live in the Land of Islam. It prohibits membership in international organizations such as the United Nations.
Contemporary Muslim doctrines as well as Islamic movements' constitutional drafts oppose the migration of Muslims to non-Muslim countries and more emphatically oppose becoming a citizen of a non-Muslim country. A Christian living in a non-Muslim country who converts to Islam is expected to renounce his citizenship and settle in a Muslim country. This principle contradicts the current tendency of large numbers of Muslims to emigrate to non-Muslim countries. Conscious of this emigration, Muslim writers call on emigrants to continue observing Islamic law as required by their faith, and to refuse to integrate themselves into the society of unbelievers. The demand for Muslim cemeteries corresponds to these principles.
As the Islamic faith forbids Muslims to submit to non-Muslim authorities or to any courts or laws of unbelievers, we find Muslim minorities in countries like the Soviet Union and the ex-Yugoslavia calling for independence. We will see more of this phenomenon in other Western countries when Muslims become numerous enough. In England in 1992, Muslims formed their own parliament. In the United States black Muslims founded the Nation of Islam organization in1930 with the aim of creating an independent Muslim State. Sooner or later Western states will experience troubled times when territorial unity and the peace between religions will be threatened. Some people already speak of a third Muslim invasion. Western countries should seek effective ways to assimilate their Muslim inhabitants and should refuse to allow discriminatory religious practices that contradict human rights.

4. The resurgence of Islam in Muslim countries.

Classic Muslim law foments tension not only with non-Muslim countries but also within the Muslim countries. Islamic faith requires submission to Islamic norms in all areas. However, Muslim countries do not conform to these Islamic norms. This is why Islamic fundamentalist movements call for their regimes to restore the observance of classic Muslim law and why they reject the laws and ways of life inspired by the unbelieving West. The Taliban regime, set up by those theology students, shows what can happen should they or other Islamic movements take power. In short, it means a return to Muslim penal law, to restrictions in freedom of expression, to deterioration in the status of women and of non-Muslims, and even to the slavery some Muslim writers openly advocate.
In this respect, one can say that today Muslims live in a schizophrenic state, between, on the one hand, the demands of their faith as formulated by the classic lawmakers, and on the other hand, the necessity to adapt to modern life. This schizophrenia leads to enormous hostility between the governing regimes and the Islamic movements, as in Egypt, Algeria and Turkey.
The political situation in Islamic countries doesn't simplify things either. Today, the West is colonizing them with numerous military bases, and this conflicts with Muslim law. The Palestinian tragedy and the West's support of Israel causes strained relations between Muslim regimes and the Western countries. People in these countries, whether or not they agree with the ideas of the Islamists, accuse the Arab-Muslim regimes of treason, and this reinforces the position of the Islamic political movements. Even Christian Arabs demand that the Arab regimes take a firmer stand in their relations with the West. Some demand that their country leave the UN because it has become a mafia-like organization serving Zionism and the big powers to the detriment of justice, and that it is responsible for the Palestinian tragedy.

5. How to get out of this vicious circle?

The highly religious Muslim concept of law is undoubtedly responsible for the hostile relations between Muslims and non-Muslims and between Muslims and their respective regimes. A thorough revision of this concept will be necessary before this hostility can be reduced. In fact, the same holds for the Jewish concept of law. Unlike the Gospels, both the Jewish Bible and the Muslim Koran contain numerous passages that deny the individual and society any freedom to decide. For this reason, in matters of law, it is misleading to speak of Judaeo-Christian culture; more accurate would be Judaeo-Muslim culture.
To resolve these problems it would be necessary to rehabilitate the role of the human being and reduce the role of the divinity and religion. The Egyptian philosopher Zaki Najib Mahmud (d. 1993) had no hesitation saying that for the Arab countries to build a modern society, they will have to discard the idea that Arabs hold about the relation between heaven and earth: namely, that "heaven has ordered and earth must obey; the creator has designed and planned, and the creature must accept his lot and destiny". But to achieve this, both Muslims and Jews need to experience a century of Enlightenment similar to the one which the West experienced. This would require the establishment of truly democratic regimes -- regimes that do not discriminate against individuals on religious or sexual matters based on obsolete religious norms.
In addition, healthier political relations between the West and the Arab-Muslim countries are needed. The West should discontinue its blind support for Israel and work for a just solution of the Palestinian problem so that people in the Arab-Muslim countries don't feel that the West is colonizing and humiliating them, pushing them to despair and suicide. The West should also liquidate its military bases in the Arab-Muslim world and work for a fundamental reconstruction of the United Nations Organization in order to make it more just, more democratic and less mafia-like.
In international relations two possible strategies are available: the Roman and American one says: "If you want peace, prepare for war"; the other one says: "If you want peace, provide justice". This strategy for peace was formulated by the prophet Isaiah who declared: "Peace will be the fruit of justice" (32:17). I believe that without justice peace is impossible. Whoever sows injustice reaps barbarism. This is as true for the Near East as everywhere else.
Some people consider justice to be judging war criminals or perpetrators of attentats. In my view this activity merely entertains the public and lets the victors appease their conscience and thus avoid examining their conscience. Such policies are disastrous for society and for morals, because it implies that only might is right. Hence the arms race. I prefer the South African reconciliation commissions to the international criminal court. Justice is not a matter of trying a few puppets. If you have come down with malaria, it is no help to chase the mosquito that bit you; it's better to know where the mosquito came from, why there are swamps and how to clean them up. In my view, Western policies, especially American policies are largely responsible for the present political tangle. Ben Laden is only a pseudonym. His true name is poverty and injustice. As long as we do nothing about the world's poverty and injustice, the fear of unpleasant surprises such as that of September 11th and, probably, worse ones will continue to haunt us. What if a nuclear plant is attacked? Let those who have ears to hear, listen: September 11th should make us repent, rather than take revenge on mistaken targets. The real culprit of September 11th is hidden in each of us, not in the Afghanistan mountains, as Mr. Bush and company claim. 
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