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ISLAM: AN OVERVIEW
Introduction

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, there has been an increase in public
and media attention in the West given to
Islam, one of the world’s major religions,
which currently counts approximately 1.2
billion people among its followers; it is the
fastest-growing religion. The fact that Osama
bin Laden and his terrorist Al-Qaeda organi-
zation claimed to be motivated by their
devout Muslim beliefs led some to conclude
that there was a link between this faith and
extreme political violence and terrorism.
Further, it was claimed that “Islamic funda-
mentalism,” as represented by groups like
bin Laden’s, posed a deadly threat to the
values of Western civilization, and as a result
had to be crushed. In Europe and North
America alike, there were disturbing indica-
tions that Muslims were being singled out for
scapegoating and racist attacks in the wake
of the terrorist strikes; even political leaders
like Italy’s prime minister, Silvio Berlusconi,
publicly stated that the events of September
11 proved that Western, Christian civilization
was superior to that of the Islamic world.

Such sentiments were based on fundamen-
tal ignorance of Islam, and revealed more
about those who espoused them than they did
about the religion against which they were
directed. As he organized Operation Endur-
ing Freedom, the U.S.-led war on terrorism
in Afghanistan, U.S. President George Bush
became sensitive to this, and went out of his
way to assure Muslims around the world that
his military actions were not intended as an
attack on them. He quickly dropped his early
references to a “crusade” against bin Laden
and the Taliban when it was pointed out to
him that this term was deeply offensive to
Muslims. The medieval Crusades, which
lasted from the 11th to the 13th centuries,
and pitted European Christians against
Middle Eastern Muslims, had been an early

example of a clash between the two religions
that appeared to be reviving after September
11, 2001. While most people in the West
today have only a foggy idea about their
importance, to many in the Arab and Muslim
worlds the centuries-old Crusades have not
been forgotten. Instead, they are recalled
with deep resentment as but one in a continu-
ing series of European Christian incursions
into their part of the world, in an effort to
impose what they regard as an unwelcome
Western political, religious, and cultural
domination over them.

For their part, religious extremists like bin
Laden and those who supported his cause in
the Muslim world revealed an equally
blinkered view of history in their denuncia-
tions of Christian “crusaders” and Jews as
the twin evils responsible for the sufferings
of the Muslim faithful in the Middle East and
elsewhere. Their championing of the extrem-
ist, narrow-minded Taliban regime in Af-
ghanistan as an example of a “pure” Islamic
state, based on the tenets of the holy Koran,
was to many Muslims an affront to their
faith’s long and honourable traditions of
culture, enlightenment, and religious toler-
ance. During the period when the Muslim
area of dominance stretched from Spain to
Central Asia, Christians and Jews lived in
peace with their Islamic hosts. The Muslim
Kingdom of Granada in what is now
Andalusia in southern Spain was a beacon of
civilized life at a time when most of Europe
was mired in the backwardness and chaos of
the Dark Ages.

The recent terrorist attacks, and the con-
flicts they have generated or worsened, from
Afghanistan to the Middle East, demonstrate
once again the need for greater understanding
of the long and sometimes troubled history of
the interactions between Jews, Christians,
and Muslims over the centuries. While many
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in Europe and North America view Islam as
a non-Western religion and culture, in reality
it shares a number of features in common
with Judaism and Christianity, and has made
significant contributions to Western civiliza-
tion. A deeper awareness of this shared
history, among Muslims and non-Muslims

Recommended Web Sites for Teachers and Students
• A PBS Web site for the two-part video series dealing with the faith, culture,

innovations, and people of the Islamic empires is found at www.pbs.org/empires/
islam.

• Islam 101, an introductory educational site on Islamic civilization and culture, can
be accessed at www.islam101.com.

• An Islamic studies site containing resources for religion, art, architecture, music,
and history is found at www.arches.uga.edu/~godlas.

• At www.islam-guide.com, you will find a brief guide to understanding Islam,
designed for non-Muslims who would like to learn more about the religion.

• Islam Online at www.islam-online.net provides news and information about
Islamic civilization.

• Islam for Today at www.islamfortoday.com promotes a positive image of Islam,
including information about Muslims in the West and the rights of women.

alike, might help dissipate some of the
suspicion and hatred that now seems to be
disturbingly evident on both sides of the
alleged “clash of civilizations,” a mutual
enmity that threatens to explode into a
serious and violent international conflict.
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ISLAM: AN OVERVIEW
A Comparative Religion

This News in Review report provides a historical background to the religion of Islam, its
contributions to human society, but also the troubled relationship it has had at times over the
centuries with Christianity. This examination of one of the world’s great religions is especially
timely, given the events of September 11, 2001, and necessary for understanding the deep and
complex roots of the Muslim-Christian historical encounter. It is important to understand as
well how extremists on all sides have distorted and abused the historical facts in order to
further their own narrow political and religious ends. By studying this report you will gain
more information about the history of Islam’s engagement with Christian civilization, how
this history is understood in the Muslim world, and how divergent interpretations of the
historical relationship can, on the one hand, promote greater tolerance and mutual apprecia-
tion, or on the other, increased suspicion, distrust, and hatred.

Not only should you broaden your awareness of Islam and its significance as a religious and
cultural force in history, but you should also strive to develop a greater appreciation of the
importance of history itself as a crucial determinant and motivating factor in current conflicts
such as the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the “war on terrorism” they have
generated.

Enlightened Views
All of us develop points of view and attitudes based on many factors. In terms of understand-
ing and appreciating culture and religion, it is especially important to first and foremost be
informed. While viewing the video, make notes in order to present answers to the following
questions.

1. What is the cry that calls the faithful to prayer in the Islamic world?

2. What was the “tragedy of Andalusia” that some Muslims do not want to see
repeated in Palestine today?

3. Why do many Muslims regard the word crusade as an insult to their religion?

4. Where did the religion of Islam begin? How much of the world did it dominate
within two centuries of its birth?

5. In what fields did Arab Muslim scholars make great contributions during the
medieval period?

6. Why was the Muslim kingdom in Spain an example of culture, civilization, and
tolerance?

7. Why do some Muslims consider the war on terrorism to be an attack on them?

8. Who was Saladdin? Why do many Muslims today regard him as a hero?

9. What was the Ottoman Empire? Why did it eventually collapse?

10. What sentiment does Osama bin Laden try to provoke among Muslims in their
attitudes toward Christians and the West?
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ISLAM: AN OVERVIEW
Extrapolation

Extend your awareness of the factual information that the questions on the previous page
elicit. Examine the following answers and suggest answers to the secondary questions.

1. “There is no God but God and Mohammed is his messenger.” This is the tradi-
tional Muslim call to prayer, repeated five times daily from the minarets of
mosques in all parts of the Islamic world. Are there similar comprehensive state-
ments of faith that you are aware of in other religions?

2. The “tragedy of Andalusia” refers to the defeat of the last Muslim kingdom in
southern Spain in 1492, when Christian forces overran Granada, its capital, and
drove the Muslims out of Europe. Extremists today invoke it as a warning of what
they fear may happen to the Palestinian Arabs at the hands of Israel and the West
today. What is the generic lesson of history from this historic event?

3. To many Muslims, the word crusade is offensive because it triggers historical
memories of resentment of the fact that Christian Europeans tried to conquer their
lands in the Middle East during the medieval period and impose their religion on
them by force. Osama bin Laden and others accuse the West of plotting yet
another crusade against the Islamic world today. Research the derivation of the
word crusade. What symbol is implied in the word?

4. The religion of Islam was born in Arabia during the seventh century, when the
Prophet Mohammed revealed the messages he believed he had been given by
Allah (God). Within two centuries, the followers of Mohammed had established
an Arab empire stretching from northwest Africa to the borders of China. What do
these historical facts tell you about Islam and its influence?

5. During the medieval period, Arab Muslim scholars based in Spain, North Africa,
and the Middle East made major contributions to fields such as astronomy, geog-
raphy, and mathematics. The numerical system we use today is based on Arab
notation. How does knowing the contributions a religion has made to human
society help us gain an appreciation for it?

6. The Muslim kingdom in Andalusia, southern Spain, was a symbol of culture,
civilization, and tolerance during the medieval period. It was home to the library
of Cordoba, then the largest in the Western world, and was a place where Mus-
lims, Christians, and Jews alike practiced their religions in an atmosphere of
mutual tolerance and respect. The city of Granada was a remarkably modern
place, with running water, street lighting, and other amenities that did not exist
elsewhere at that time. The standards of civilized life reached in Muslim
Andalusia were far higher than those prevailing in the Christian areas of Europe at
that time, a fact on which Christian visitors frequently commented. Why might
some people find this information surprising?
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7. Some Muslims today view the “war on terrorism” as an attack on them and their
religion because they have seen Muslims killed by Christians in places such as
Bosnia, Kosovo, and Chechnya, by Jews in the Middle East, and by Hindus in
Kashmir. They resent the U.S. support of Israel, the presence of U.S. troops in
Saudi Arabia, the economic sanctions directed against Iraq, and the bombing
campaign against Afghanistan. To them, these events prove that the West is
engaged in a new crusade against Islam. It is important to note, however, that in
Kosovo and Bosnia, the Western world went to war on behalf of Muslims there.
What is the nature of the fundamental misunderstanding in this perception?

8. Saladdin was a great Islamic hero because he defeated the Christian Crusaders and
recaptured the holy city of Jerusalem in 1187. This victory is seen as symbolic of
the fact that Muslims are capable of withstanding Western Christian invasions and
eventually repelling them. Saladdin’s military success laid the foundations for the
rise of the Ottoman Empire. Why is the notion of “heroes” in these circumstances
counterproductive?

9. The Ottoman Empire was a Muslim, Turkish-based state that arose after the
Crusades and came to control the vast area once ruled by the Arabs. In 1453,
Ottoman forces captured the capital of the eastern Christian empire,
Constantinople, and renamed it Istanbul. They converted Christianity’s largest
church, the Haggia Sophia, into a mosque, and continued their advance into
southeastern Europe up to the gates of Vienna. However, after this early period of
expansion and power, the Ottoman Empire entered into a slow and steady decline
beginning in the 18th century. During this period, it became corrupt and techno-
logically and economically backward compared with the rising Christian states of
Europe. At the end of the First World War, the Ottoman Empire had completely
disintegrated, and the European powers were able to re-establish their control over
the Middle East and the other lands it had once ruled. What general lessons can be
learned from the ebb and flow of historical fortunes?

10. Today, extremists like Osama bin Laden effectively play on and manipulate the
sentiments of resentment and anger many Muslims harbour regarding their history
and ill-treatment at the hands of European Christians from the time of the Cru-
sades up to the present. To him and those who share his views, the problems the
Muslim world faces today are the result of a centuries-old Christian campaign of
aggression against it, and can only be solved by a jihad, or holy war against the
West and all it stands for. Why do people need to understand and be aware of the
difference between a prophet and a false prophet? Why is this a universal issue
that doesn’t apply just to religious matters?
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shortly after the strikes was indeed the opening round in the “clash of civilizations” between
Islam and the West that had been predicted for years.

To many in the United States and countries like Canada, the televised scenes of crowds of
angry Muslims in Pakistan and other countries demonstrating in support of bin Laden after
September 11 were deeply disturbing. How could anyone champion a person alleged to have
plotted such terrible destruction and loss of life against innocent civilians going about their
daily routines in a city far away from the conflict zones of the Middle East and central Asia?
What kind of fanatical hatred could have provoked such an outrage? To the French journalist
Éric Rouleau, who has covered the Islamic world for many years, questions and reactions
such as these are understandable, but fail to grasp what he and others perceive to be an essen-
tial dimension of the conflict between extremist Muslims and the West.

In Rouleau’s view, bin Laden and others like him who advocate violent acts against Western
powers like the United States, however misguided and fanatical they may be, will unfortu-
nately attract at least some degree of grudging support, if not sympathy, from the millions of
desperate people around the world who are the economic victims of the ongoing process of
globalization. Such people, whether they live in Muslim nations or other impoverished re-
gions of the world, view themselves, rightly or wrongly, as the victims of U.S. economic and
cultural domination. For this reason, and in view of the continuing suffering that they have
had to endure for a very long time, and the almost total lack of attention, let alone assistance
they perceive has not been forthcoming from Western nations, it is hard for them to find much
sympathy for the victims of the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks. (In fact, Western
nations contribute billions of dollars to Muslim Nations each year.) On the contrary, some of
them probably derive a grim sense of satisfaction from knowing that what they regard as the
world’s imperial superpower has now itself fallen victim to the kind of violence their coun-
tries have had to cope with for some time. Rouleau and those who share this analysis believe
that it is imperative that the leaders of the Western nations recognize this fact as soon as
possible, and take concrete steps to address the root causes of the economic, social, political,
and cultural grievances of what has been referred to as the “wretched of the earth” that have
provided such a fertile seedbed for terrorist organizations like Al-Qaeda, and violent fanatics
like Osama bin Laden.

Activities
1. Form groups with your classmates to read and discuss the questions and answers

in the passages above. In your groups, make a list of the new facts and ideas you
gained from these frequently asked questions, concerning: (a) the religion of
Islam, (b) the relationship between Islam and the non-Islamic West, and (c) the
connections between Islam and political terrorism.

2. Then formulate together a list of other questions you would like to ask about Islam
and the current attention it is receiving in the media as a result of the terrorist acts
of September 11. After drafting your questions, use your school’s resource centre
or the list of books at the end of this section and other resources provided at the
end of this guide to find information that could help you to answer them. You may
also wish to invite a spokesperson from the Muslim community in your area to
speak to the class. A class field trip to a mosque or Islamic cultural centre would
also be an important way to increase your knowledge of Islamic culture.
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ISLAM: AN OVERVIEW
The Clash of Civilizations

During the last years of the Cold War between the U.S. and the former Soviet Union, Samuel
P. Huntingdon, a Harvard University political scientist, published an influential book titled
The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. Huntingdon argued that with
the end of the ideological confrontation between communism and capitalist democracy, the
world was about to enter a new era of conflict based on cultural and religious (rather than
political and economic) differences. He claimed that while the global political situation during
the Cold War had been a bipolar one, rigidly split between two contending groups of coun-
tries led by one of the superpowers, the emerging world order in the post-Cold War period
would be multipolar. He theorized that a number of competing civilizations, representing the
major religious and cultural groupings, would engage in a global race for supremacy, with the
potential for triggering considerable upheaval and violence.

To Huntington, the most serious fault-line in this clash of civilizations was the one dividing
the Islamic and Western secular societies. In his view, the value systems of these two civiliza-
tions were diametrically opposed in a number of crucial respects, and as a result, serious
conflict between them was inevitable. Another U.S. political scientist, Benjamin R. Barber
coined the expression “Jihad vs. McWorld” in his book of the same title, a phrase that aptly
labelled what both writers interpreted as a fundamental disagreement in the way each civiliza-
tion viewed the world and its place in it in relation to the other.

After September 11, this thesis of the “clash of civilizations” gained even more attention from
many political commentators. It seemed to provide a cogent explanation for the fanatical
hatred of Western (in particular U.S.) society that Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda organization
and other Islamic fundamentalist groups like it were alleged to harbour. But according to
Salim Mansur, a political scientist at the University of Western Ontario in London, Ontario,
such a view is greatly oversimplified and misleading. In order to demonstrate this, Mansur
turns to the ideas of a great medieval Arab thinker, ibn Khaldun, whose writings are consid-
ered to form the basis of our modern understanding of history.

Ibn Khaldun was a historian and sociol philosopher who lived from 1332 to 1406. Born in
Tunisia, he was the descendant of an illustrious family of scholars and government officials
who had served the Islamic rulers of Spain. Before his death in Cairo, he distinguished him-
self as a statesman, judge, and diplomat during a long and important career. His most signifi-
cant achievement, however, was his great work called Muqaddima (Introduction to History),
which he wrote while living in North Africa during the 1370s. In this sweeping book, ibn
Khaldun sought to provide a total interpretation of the pattern of historical change and devel-
opment societies undergo, basing his analysis on purely non-religious factors like economics,
geography, and politics. To the major 20th-century British historian Arnold Toynbee, ibn
Khaldun’s book was “undoubtedly the greatest work of its kind that has ever been produced
by any mind in any time or place.”

Ibn Khaldun saw all human societies as forming a single, global civilization. While there were
undeniably major differences between them, in terms of religion, language, economics, social
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organization, and value systems, in his view the aspects they shared in common with each
other were far more important. He strongly believed that civilizations made progress when
they opened themselves to outside influences, and stagnated when they closed their doors and
retreated within themselves. Unlike Huntingdon, who views civilizations as hermetically
sealed entities, impervious to external forces, ibn Khaldun saw societies as being in a constant
state of flux and change as they respond to innovations and challenges coming from without.
He was a strong believer in human progress toward even more advanced levels of civilized
life, and he argued that this higher stage of human development could only be reached if
different societies remained open-minded and accepting of new ideas and methods of organiz-
ing their collective lives. This inter-civilizational exchange process functioned best in the
great cities of his day, where people from all over the known world travelled in order to buy
and sell, engage in academic speculation, and share their knowledge of science and technol-
ogy.

Ibn Khaldun’s thought was tremendously influential on a number of Western political theo-
rists during the Renaissance period in Europe. The fact that he, along with other major medi-
eval Islamic writers, exerted such a profound impact itself appears to support his ideas about
the openness of civilizations to different ways of understanding the world. At the same time, it
calls into question interpretive systems like that of Huntingdon, which views the different
civilizations existing today as totally distinct and disparate phenomena. According to Salim
Mansur, ibn Khaldun’s theories about the growth and development of civilizations, although
centuries old, are far more insightful and sophisticated than those of contemporary writers like
Huntingdon. In the wake of September 11, he argues, ibn Khaldun’s contribution to our
understanding of the violent and destructive forces at work in the world today is, if anything,
even more profound. To ibn Khaldun, the terrorists who crashed the airplanes into the World
Trade Center were not engaged in a clash of civilizations on behalf of Islam. Rather, they
were motivated by a hatred of civilization and its values as such, and by their irrational and
violent acts showed their determination to make war against it.

Discussion
To what extent do high school courses such as History, Philosophy, and other related subjects
provide information on non-European thinkers like ibn Khaldun? How do such perspectives
improve our understanding of different societies and civilizations and their course of historical
development over the centuries?
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ISLAM: AN OVERVIEW
Discussion, Research, and Essay Questions

1. Using your school’s resource centre or other sources of information, prepare a
report or visual display on Islam, dealing with the following topics: Mohammed
and the founding of the Islamic religion; the Holy Koran; Islamic art and architec-
ture; Mecca and other holy cities of Islam; Islamic beliefs, traditions, and prac-
tices; Islam today; images of Islam in the mass media.

2. View the PBS documentary Islam: Empire of Faith with your class, then visit the
Web site www.pbs.org/empires/islam for activities based on it.

3. Prepare a report on one of the following periods of Islamic civilization and its
contact with the non-Islamic world: the Muslim kingdoms of Andalusia; the
period of the Crusades; the rise and fall of the Ottoman Empire; the challenges
facing Islamic societies in the 20th century.

4. Read one of the following books dealing with Islam and its importance in the
contemporary world and prepare a book report on it: Islam: A Thousand Years of
Faith and Power, by Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair; Jihad vs. McWorld: How
Globalism and Tribalism are Reshaping the World, by Benjamin Barber; Islam: A
Short History and Holy War: The Crusades and Their Impact on Today’s World,
by Karen Armstrong; The Oxford History of Islam, edited by John L. Esposito;
The World of Islam, by Bernard Lewis; The Clash of Civilizations and the Remak-
ing of World Order, by Samuel P. Huntingdon; The Cambridge Illustrated His-
tory of the Islamic World, edited by Francis Robinson; Jihad: The Origin of Holy
War in Islam, by Reuven Firestone; Sacred Rage: The Wrath of Militant Islam, by
Robin Wright; God Has 99 Names: Reporting from a Militant Middle East, by
Judith Miller; In the Name of the Prophet: The Struggle for the Soul of Islam, by
Milton Viorst; An Introduction to Islam, by David Waines.

5. Research the role and treatment of women in various Islamic societies today and
Islam’s struggle with the changes that modernity has brought to other religions—
especially as these changes apply to women, their civil rights, and their access to
education. Why was the treatment of women under the Taliban regime in
Afganistan not the norm in most of the Islamic world? Why was it extreme and
oppressive?

6. Find out more about the important contributions Islamic civilizations have made
in the following areas of human investigation: science; medicine; mathematics;
philosophy; art and architecture; music; history and the social sciences; literature.

7. Be conscious of the depiction of Arabs and/or Muslims in the mass media (espe-
cially television and Hollywood films). Do you see prejudicial or stereotyped
images?


