Israel, Christianity, and Islam:
The Challenge of the Future

Bat Ye’or

East does not only depend on the cession of land,

since Israel is also the focus of age-old religious

hatreds. The bigotries involved are so appalling that one
avoids mentioning them, yet they still underlie the struggle.
From its beginnings, the ArabIsracli conflict involved
not only the region of the Middle East but also Europe
and the Church. It was hardly on account of its wealth and
territorial extent that the Holy Land became a land of
hostilities, but rather because it was the place where the-
ological extremisms confronted one another. Only there,
in their ancient homeland, could the Jewish people be
freed from the curse with which Christianity had afflict-
ed them. This malediction, which had been transmitted
through Christian channels to Islam, was henceforth com-
bined within the context of jikad and associated Jews and
Christians in the same condemnation. Thus, the principle
of a divine curse against the Jews as a people, first con-

U nlike most wars, solving the conflict in the Middle

ceived by the early Church Fathers in patristic writings,

- was later adopted and reinterpreted through Islamic
dogma against both Jews and Christians. - . _. )

Despite the Islamie persecutions of Christians, Jjudeo-
phobia — common to both Christianity and Istam — has
sealed the tight alliance between the Church and Islam in
favor of the Palestinian cause. Thus, in the Land of Israel,
the Jewish people have been confronted not only by prej-
udices arising from Christian doctrine but also by those
arising from Islamic doctrine. The suppression of these
Muslim prejudices against Jews that are generated by jihad
doctrine would also imply the abolition of these same
Muslim prejudices against Christians. The restoration of
Israel’s rights in its Biblical homeland is opposed ‘to a
concept of allegedly accursed peoples, hated by God —
condemned to humiliation for eternity until they convert.
- -Peace in the Middle. East means equality among reli-
gions. Therefore, their historical zones of confrontation
and interaction should be examined in order to under-
stand their modern expressions.

Characteristics of the Conflict '
-The Israeli-Arab conflict is only one regional, limited
aspect of the traditional, worldwide struggle engendered
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by the ideology of jikad. For over a millennium, Muslims
had conquered and held lands populated by Christians
and Jews on three continents: Africa, Asia, and Europe. In
East Asia, they also colonized and Islamized Buddhist and
Hindu empires. Caliphs and sultans administered this
multitude of peoples through a Jjuridic-political system
based on interpretations of the Qur’an and the hadiths,1
which integrated the pre-Islamic laws and customs of the
vanquished peoples into an Islamic conceptual structure.
This system of governing subjected populations, which I
have called “dhimmitude,”2 determined the demograph-
ic, religious, and ethnic changes in the countries absorbed
by jihad. The term “dhimmitude” encompasses all the
aspects and complexities of a political system, whereas the
word “tolerance” implies a subjective opinion. The system
of dhimmitude includes the notion of tolerance, but this
latter term cannot express all the interactions of political,
religious, and juridical factors that, over the centuries,
shaped the civilization of dhimmitude, ‘

The jihad ideology requires that the sharna— the law
that governs the Islamic domain — be applied over all
the jihadconquered lands. In this context, the Jews
formed a small minority among the non-Muslim popula-
tions, all to be targeted by the jihad ideology. Islamic law
confers an identical status on Jews and Christians as the
People of the Book (the Bible), while Zoroastrians and
others, considered pagans, were relegated to a far worse
situation and subjected to more severe oppression. . .

In the Islamic-Christian context, the Jthadwars - .of
Islamization, unleashed from. the seventh century and
sustained for over a millennium, have again — in the last
decades — ignited jihad fires in Lebaneon, .the. Balkans,
the Caucasus, Armenia, Sudan, Nigeria, Kashmir, the
Philippines, and Indonesia. The Israeli-Arab conflict is
only a recent and small component of the age-old geo-
graphic struggle that emerged from this jihad ideology.
From the Islamic point of view, the position of the Jews, as
with the Christians, comprises two aspects: as Jews, and as
Israelis. The first concerns their legal situation as a toler- »
ated, dhimmi religious minority in an Islamic country. The
second is rooted in the complex issues involved in a. dhir-
mi people liberating its country from the laws of Jthad, a
system that imposes dhimmitude. » e

-This process of liberation was manifested in all the
Christian countries, where — from Portugal to the
Gaucasus — the laws of dhimmitude imposed by invading
Jihad armies on indigenous non-Muslim populations were
progressively abolished. It is this common ground. that
imparts to these east European states, and to Israel; cer-




tain similar factors that are superimposed over different
characteristics. In fact, these similarities do not result
from any European backing of Israel, but rather these
links emerge from the Istamic doctrine that binds togeth-
er Jews and Churistians.

Common Traits

Without going into historical detail, one may recall that
those European Christian lands Islamized by jihad were lib-
erated only after centuries of bloody struggle. The process
of de-Islamizaton began in the Middle Ages, first in Spain,
Portugal, and the Mediterranean Islands; it then continued
in the 18th century and throughout the whole of the 19th
century in the Balkans. In Central Europe, Islamized ter-
ritories had reached up to southern Poland and Hungary;
in the 19th century they still encompassed Greece, Serbia,
Montenegro, Bulgaria, and the semi-autonomous Roman-
ian principalities. These wars of national liberation con-
tinued up to World War I; the recent bloody, unfinished
conflicts in the Balkans are a reminder.

From the standpoint of Muslim dogma and law, Israel’s
situation today is not very much different from these 19th
century Balkan wars of liberation. Like the Israelis, those
peoples also were threatened with annihilation by a jihad-
war that challenged their right to separate from the dar al-
Islam. As with Palestine, the Balkan territories conquered
by jihad constituted a wagfin Islamic law — also called a
fayland, the booty granted by Allah to the Islamic com-
munity collectively — to be managed by the caliph.

Moreover, the wagf principle is not limited to territo-

Muslims to the dehumanizing system of dhimmitude. It
would be an absurdity in the 21st century to claim that the
descendants of those populations suffered an “injustice”
and had a “right of return” to Spain, Portugal, Sicily, the
Balkans, and elsewhere. It would destabilize the descen-
dants of those peoples who had suffered over the cen-
turies under the yoke of dhimmitude.

. The wars that abolished the system of dhimmitude sup-
pressed an injustice, which any return to the previous situ-
ation would reimpose. As with these European examples,
the “right of return” to the State of Israel for Palestinian
Arabs — the embodiment of jikad values — would restore
those same conditions leading to dhimmitude for the
Jews. It should be stressed that dhimmitude implies the
expropriation of indigenous people, who are relegated to
dhimmi status after their land has become a Muslim wagf
for the sole benefit of the Muslim community (umma).
Jews and Christians are only tolerated as dhimmis, provided
they submit to restrictive rules that include prohlbmon on
land ownership in their own country.

To sum up, it may be affirmed that from an Islamic
doctrinal viewpoint, Israel’s situation is identical to that of
those European populations from Portugal to the
Crimea, passing through Sicily and the Balkans of the
Ottoman Empire, who managed to free themselves from
the laws of dhimmitude — laws imposed as a result of a
jthadwar and the application of the shari’a. The abolition
of those laws enabled these populations to restore their
national independence and their rights. The clash here is
between the liberation of dhimmi people against their sub-

ries conquered by jihad. According to this dogma, the
whole world constitutes a wagf, promised hy Allah to the
Muslims; it is a religious duty to occupy it at an appropri-
ate time and rule it by the shari’a law. It is this duty that
imposes upon the Muslims the obligation of jihad, by
which these lands — still illegally held by the infidels—
“revert” to the Muslims. There lies the origin, the justifi-
cation and the ideological driving force behind the jihad-
wars of conquest. It is incorrect to assert that this injunc-
tion to achieve world conquest is a modern extremist
interpretation by Islamist fanatics, as some contemporary
political commentators assert. This interpretation has in
fact constituted the basis of jikad since its principles were
first elaborated by Muslim jurists and theologians in the
8th and 9th centuries. In this context, the principle of
wagfland applied to Israel constitutes a tiny part of a uni-
versal, geopolitical concept. If Israel — whatever its size
~—is viewed as illegally established on “Arab-Muslim
lands,” then also Spain, Portugal, the Balkan states, etc.
may be considered as occupying former “Muslim lands™
arid, likewise, all non-Muslim states are “illegal,” since
they are situated on potential Muslim wagfland.

The 19th century wars of liberation restored national
territorial sovereignty to east European peoples, in the
same way as the Jewish people recovered a part of their
Land of Israel (Palestine) in 1948. This process allowed
the free ‘development of their culture and their legal sys-
tem. The rebirth of those Christian states led to the dra-
matic flight to Anatolia, Syria; and Palestine of millions of
Muslims, whose laws had subjected the indigenous non-

jugation and death in the grip of dhimmitude.

Contrasting Aspects

Geographically speaking, Israel’s situation differs
from that of the Balkan peoples, since Israel — like
Lebanon, Georgia, and Armenia —is wedged into a
wholly Muslim region. In other respects, even though the
condition of the Jews and Christians as dhimmis is identi-
cal from the Islamic point of view, there are important
differences on the theological and the pohtlcal level.

Theology: On the doctrinal plane, there is convergence
and fusion between the Christian doctrine that alleges a
divine condemnation of the Jews to exile and degradation
and thé Muslim doctrine that retains the divine condem-
nation of the Jews to humiliation but applies it also to the
Christians. For Jews, the Islamic position represented an
improvement compared to Christian theology, which iso-
lated them from the rest of humanity in a unique, demo-
nized category. For the Christians, to be placed on the
same level as the people who aroused their hatefilled
contempt was severely felt by them asa further deliberate
humiliation imposed on-them by Islam. This resentful
attitude on the part of the Christians was one factor con-
tributing for so long to the obfuscation of the history of
dhimmitude, which was the comimon juridical and- theo—
logical condition for both Jews and Christians.

Christianity developed from Judaism. The breach of
this close symbiosis was accompanled by a hostile rejec-
tion of the motherreligion. It is important to stress that
the conflict between the early Byzantine church and
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