Islam and the modern world 

How it began
About the year 570, when Great Britain was an island of warring tribes raided by Saxons and Vikings, a boy was born to an influential family of the Quraysh clan in the city of Mecca.  By the time he was six years old his parents had died and Muhammad was a poor orphan, in the care of his uncle Abü-Talib, the long-time head of the clan.  
Most of the population of the Arabian peninsula at the time consisted of bedouin tribes struggling for the means of life.  As Hugh Kennedy says ”In conditions of tribal competition there were no civilians”.1  They had no fixed dwellings and no need for the arts - except for poetry.  Though mostly illiterate, they were poetic people, celebrating in oral verse their heroes, their landscapes and their loves.  Mecca was a commercial hub deriving its wealth from the lucrative trade carried by camel trains across the deserts.  These required the help and protection of the bedouin, who were of course paid for their services.  The roots of Islam were in this mercantile class rather than bedouin society, and its cultural roots were richly mixed.  There was a substantial Jewish minority and also Christians.  The bedouin tribes were mostly polytheists or animists.  
There is no reliable information about Muhammad‘s early life, but it is believed he went with his uncle on trading trips.  He probably travelled widely in Syria, a Byzantine Roman province which then stretched from the Eastern shore of the Mediterranean to the Euphrates in the north and to the borders of Egypt, Arabia and Sasanian Persia in the south.  About 595 he married Khadija and their first child was a daughter, Fatimah.  In 610, at about the age of forty he began to have visionary experiences in which he was commanded to pass on divine messages.   Well aware of the hostility his claims to prophesy would arouse, especially among his rich relatives, he hesitated to make them known outside the circle of his closest friends.  His prophesy therefore started with an expanding group of companions.  
About 619 his wife died, and in the same year his uncle Abü-Talib also died, depriving him of his only family protector.  The new head of the clan, another uncle called Abu-Lahab, distrusted him and in 622 he and his supporters migrated to Medina, an oasis some 200 miles to the north.  Here he slowly established his authority, both as a prophet and a political leader.  
In March 624 he led a band of about 300 of his supporters which defeated a much larger force from Mecca at Badr, killing about half the leading men of Mecca.  The Meccans responded in March 625 by invading Medina and defeated Muhammad at mount Uhud, but he withdrew with small loss and survived in Medina.  The Meccans returned to besiege Medina for a fortnight in 627 but it held out.  In March 628 Muhammad made a treaty of peace with them at al-Hudaybayer.  In January 630, claiming a breach of the treaty, he marched on Mecca and took it against light resistance.  He showed great magnanimity to his former enemies and was now the acknowledged messenger of God in Mecca.  
It did not take long for Muhammad to establish his authority more widely.  Within a month of taking Mecca he went on to defeat his remaining bedouin opponents in western Arabia at Hunayn.  In the last months of 630 he led a reconnaissance in force to Tabük on the Syrian border.  
Muhammad‘s death in June 632 was a dangerous moment.  Loss of the charismatic leader could have been the signal for the bedouin tribes to return to their old beliefs and feuding, but a few of his closest followers acted quickly and declared Abü Bakr the new caliph, an anglicized arabic word meaning God‘s deputy on earth.  He proceeded immediately to appoint generals and raise armies.  These armies were recruited, not as tribes, but as individual soldiers of God.  They came from all parts of Arabia, so they were not all bedouin.  
Abü Bakr was the ideal choice.  He had an unsurpassed knowledge of the political interests of the Arab tribes, but in 634 he died.  His two successors were Umar (634 - 644) and Uthmän (644 - 656).  All three had been with Muhammad since the migration to Medina and, like all his companions, came from the Quraysh clan.  This band of followers formed the seed of the new Arab elite.  They provided the officer class.  The bedouin and peasants provided the foot soldiers - and the cavalry.  The whole structure was bound together by Muhammad‘s vision and teachings, and the traditions and customs of his community.  It was known as Islam, an Arabic word meaning ”submission to God”.  As Hugh Kennedy puts it (p. 45)  ” . . . it was the symbiosis of settled leadership and nomad military power which formed the foundation of the armies of the early Muslim conquests.”1  
”By 640 the whole of  Syria, apart from one or two coastal towns, had come under Islamic rule.  The northern boundary  . . .  was Antioch . . .”  ”. . .  the Byzantines were too devastated by defeat, [and] the death of Heraclius in February 641 . . . to mount any sort of counter-offensive.”  (ibid p. 93).  
In summary, Arabia, a huge desert terrain populated by feuding bedouin tribes with a small elite of overland traders, but lacking any coherent national government, became in a little over a century, the government of an empire stretching 5,000 miles from the Atlantic Ocean to Sind.  It included most of Spain and a sliver of France, the whole northern coast of Africa, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Iran, parts of  Turkmenistan, Tajikstan and Afghanistan, and the lower valley of the Indus.  Why did this happen, and what is its legacy today?  
	
The Qur'an 
These conquests were the consequence of one man‘s life work.  Throughout his political and military activities Muhammad‘s visions continued and it is said that he required his followers, many of them illiterate, to memorise and rehearse the messages with him each day.  There were also scribes who wrote them down on any material available, but virtually none of this survives.  Within ten or fifteen years of Muhammad‘s death this material was gathered together to become the Qur‘an.  It was seen by his followers, and still is, as the word of God, received by Muhammad.  It contains much recapitulation and comment on the Hebrew scriptures and on the Christian gospel.  
Muhammad understood these teachings as earlier revelations of God‘s word, which he had been commanded to bring to finality, correcting the corruptions and omissions committed by the Jewish and Christian communities.  The Qur‘an refers to them as ”the people of the book” and to their prophets and to Jesus as muslims, servants of God.  It denies the divinity and the crucifixion of Jesus, who is seen as just another prophet.  
The Qur‘an is presented as the word of God, given to Muhammad, who is forbidden to include his own thoughts.  There is a separate body of literature, the Hadith, which claims to record his own sayings.  A third, and very large body of literature records the traditions of Muhammad‘s companions as they and subsequent scholars have interpreted them.  
It has been suggested, and is still widely believed, that Muhammad was illiterate.  This seems to me unlikely, but there is no doubt that he lived in an oral culture and it is unlikely that he had access to books.  Even if he had the chance to read a Christian bible, it might be in Greek.  He would have found Aramaic easier because Arabian and Syriac are its sister languages.  
Everyone coming to the Qur'an as a naive reader is struck by its lack of structure or narrative.  It seems to be the random musings of a religious dreamer.  It consists of 114 chapters (suras) varying in length from 2 verses to 286, including the formula line with which most begin.  They are not in chronological order - the first to have been recited is number 96.3  They appear to be arranged very roughly in descending order of length, after the first which is an introductory hymn of praise.  The Qur'an in its present form was assembled by a commission under the leadership of scribes who had been his companions.  
Believers insist that the Arabic cannot be translated, but the English version by Arthur Arberry seems to command majority scholarly respect4.  Arberry was professor of Arabic at Cambridge from 1947 until his death in 1969.  Of course all translation is strictly impossible because learning a language changes our consciousness and we cannot fully enter into the mind of another person whose language we do not share.  The difficulty is particularly acute in the case of poetry and the Qur'an is neither poetry nor prose, but a melding of both.  
It seems to me that the best approach is to treat it as an anthology of sermons mostly in verse, to be browsed in eclectic fashion.  What then emerges is a strongly monotheistic vision, presenting a jealous God who creates everything; all-seeing, compassionate, judging the actions of men and women in the here and now and also in the last day, when the world shall end.  His power is not shared or mediated by any other being, and His judgements are absolute, consigning human kind to everlasting bliss or fire.  There is no middle way, no appeal.  Creation is not only in the past, but continuous.  It is He who forms the child in the womb, the colt in the pregnant camel.  He gives life and he takes it.  
There is no narrative in the Qur'an apart from that drawn from the Bible, no miraculous cures, no parables of the sort Jesus used.  There is recognition of human weakness and frequent assertions of God‘s mercy for those who submit to his word, but no doctrine of redemption, and certainly no unconditional salvation.  It is a hard religion, forged in a hard world, but the duty on all God‘s people to be compassionate and forbearing to one another, without regard to wealth or status, is absolute and frequently asserted.  All have a daily duty to give alms to the poor.  
God‘s mercy does not appear to extend to unbelievers unless they repent, but it is suggested that ‘the people of the book‘  have the right to be judged by their own Gods.  The short Sura 111  is devoted to a divine curse on Abu-Lahab, the uncle whose antipathy led to Muhammad‘s migration to Medina.  

Muhammad‘s achievement  
What Muhammad created was not a book, but a community.  This became a new Arab nation.  It led, not only to an empire, but later to the spread of the religion of that community to many other communities with which it, and its successors, formed trading links.  In the breadth of its appeal and the rapidity of its spread only Christianity, and possibly Buddhism, is comparable.  To read the Qur'an and remember the literary impoverishment of the society in which Muhammad matured is to appreciate the grandeur of his achievement.  Would he have achieved even more if he had grown up in the elite of (say) seventh century Alexandria or Athens?  Possibly, but perhaps the unforgiving rigours of the desert, the moral tensions and ambiguities of Arab tribal life and its poetic traditions were important elements in his formation.  Speculation is pointless, but it is clear that he was an intellectual and moral giant.  

Why was the nation Muhammad founded so successful?  
The earliest human tribes produced by group selection, before even language had appeared, were hard and fierce, intensely dedicated to tribal survival.  They needed the largest possible reproductive output to maintain their size.  There was a clear sexual specialisation; men were warriors and women were mothers.  Because human babies are so altricial, their mothers need as much social support as possible and this led to pair-bonding between the sexes which is not seen in chimpanzees.  However, men remained dominant, because reproduction is hard work for women, who do less of it when they can control it.  
It was the genius of Muhammad to understand that the bedouin tribes of his native Arabia, which already had the fierce identity of the earliest tribes, could be enabled to unite if they adopted a strong monotheistic religious identity - and this could also win the allegiance of the organised trading class.  His vision and practice fitted the ancient template precisely.  It accepted male dominance, made politics and religion a single system and held it all under a strong discipline enforced from the unseen world by the promise of heaven and the threat of gehenna.  
Of course I am not suggesting that Muhammad knew he was doing this, or even that his vision was the result of conscious thought.  He was a characteristic example of the genius who lives in and for the creations of his unconscious mind.  He cared passionately about the welfare of the community of the Arab nation - the whole nation, not just his own Quraysh clan - and his vision matched that objective.  He recognised instinctively that only a hard and absolute God could bind the fierce bedouin tribes and the mercantile class into a single nation.  
Muhammad set up a discipline of prayer, fasting and pilgrimage designed to resist any return to polytheism and to entrench a hardy self-control.  He was a warlord.  All warlords have a vision, because this is necessary to inspire a people and raise an army.  A warlord‘s vision, projected through the megaphone of his oratory, must energise the ideals of young men.  It has to strike the resonant strings of their social appetites, set their eyes blazing, and motivate them to endure the dangers and hardships of war.  However, any vision that achieves this will do, no matter how crude, how uncouth, how ignorant.  The career of Adolph Hitler between 1920 and his death in 1945 illustrates this.  
If the visions of warlords were arranged on a scale, Hitler must be at one extreme and Muhammad at the other.  The inclusiveness and far-sightedness of his vision, the beauty of the language in which it was delivered, and the personal modesty of his oratory set him apart from other poets in an ignorant culture.  No doubt historians would all order such a list differently, but Muhammad‘s willingness to prostrate himself before the God he worshipped reminded me of the famous appeal by another warlord, Oliver Cromwell, to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland  ”I beseech you in the bowels of Christ, consider it possible that you may be mistaken.”   Cromwell‘s dream proved impractical in England, but it bore fruit over a century later when the descendants of his Puritan soldiers wrote and enacted the Constitution of the United States.  Muhammad‘s vision of a hard God for a hard tribe in a hard land was no less effective in a very different environment.  

Muhammad‘s legacy  
Despite the grandeur of his vision, Muhammad was only partly successful.  Immediately after his death a source of future division appeared.  Who were his legitimate successors?  Were they his genetic family, or were they his cultural ‘family‘, his companions?  The latter, by the coup that made Abü Bakr the first caliph, established an immediate ascendancy, from which the claims of the relatives never fully recovered.  In a tribal society lacking official registers, where there were strong motives for claiming a relationship to the Prophet, identification was a problem.  It seems that Muhammad married eleven or twelve wives, and also adopted a son and a grandson.  Much ink, and almost as much blood, has been spent in debating his family relationships, but it is not necessary to explore this tangle here.  What is most relevant, and apparently well established, is that the first child of his first marriage, Fatimah, married Ali, the son of Muhammad‘s uncle, Abü Talib.  When Uthmän, the third caliph, was assassinated in 656, there was a period of civil strife and Ali was persuaded to accept the caliphate.  He was made of more pious, but less steely, metal than the companions and five years later he too was murdered.  None of his numerous offspring or their descendants ever became caliph, and most of his male heirs soon met their deaths in battle or by murder.  Since that time Islam has been divided between the dominant Sunni, claiming descent from Muhammad‘s companions, and the Shia, the party of Ali. 
Space does not allow a detailed account of the succeeding history.  The Arab nation Muhammad created proved no less mortal than any other.  Ali was succeeded by Mu‘äwiya, the first of the Umayyad caliphs and their dynasty survived for nearly 90 years, when Arab society once more failed.  
This time the cause was revolution and Saffäh was installed as the first Abbassid caliph in 749.  After only 60 years it too was torn apart, this time by war between the two sons of Harun-al-Raschïd, but it was reborn 4 years later when Ma‘mün was victorious.  He ruled for 20 years and was succeeded in 833 by his half-brother Muctasim who had built a personal power base by buying young slave soldiers from the tribes of the Turkish Steppes in Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan.  These tribesmen could use the bow to great effect from the saddle and it is said they learned to ride before they could walk.  This development, though Muctasim probably did not foresee it, was to become the worm in the rose of Muhammad‘s vision.  The caliph now had a personal bodyguard of foreigners loyal to him alone.  They undermined the Arab nobility whose loyalty it had been the achievement of Muhammad to secure.  There was bitter conflict in Baghdad, the capital.  Muctasim, at great expense, built a new capital at Sämarrä, a desert site 20 miles upstream on the Tigris.  This reduced the daily irritation, but did nothing to heal the social wound.  
The Abbassid caliphate was now at its most splendid and powerful.  It had acquired great wealth and the caliphs spent liberally on monumental buildings, literary arts and scholarship.  They employed an army of scholars to translate classical Greek texts into Arabic.  They also supported mathematicians, astronomers and physicians.  While their state was an Islamic theocracy, it was tolerant of other faiths, provided they paid an additional tax.  
Nevertheless, within a century this splendid kingdom failed, deeply wasted and corrupted.  This was the end of the theocratic nation founded by Muhammad.  His religion spread to many other communities and sometimes they also adopted the Arab tongue, but none accepted the sovereignty of a single Arab nation outside Arabia itself.  Moreover, as it spread it showed a continuing tendency to divide into sects.  The result is that the Islamic tradition is now as complex and multi-faceted as that of Christianity, with which it is instructive to compare it.  

Islam and Christianity  
The principal differences between between these two faiths stem from their origins.  Christianity was created by the teachings of a wandering preacher and healer born into a priestly caste with a deep and rich monotheistic tradition.  It had no political ambitions and became the founding myth of a spiritual community.  Islam was created six centuries later by a prophet-warlord as the founding myth of a theocratic nation.  Because his tribe had no monotheistic tradition of its own, Muhammad was dependent on the Judaic and Christian traditions for the monotheistic insights so central to his vision.  The Bible writings were well known to the elite of Arabia in his day.  The Qur'an recounts bible stories, taking from them what suited Muhammad‘s purpose, rejecting what conflicted.  It often assumes knowledge of them, so that it cannot be understood without this context.  Muhammad tried to recruit Jews and Christians to his following by claiming that his coming was foretold in their scriptures.  When this failed he accused them of wilful disbelief and this made the local Jews his enemies.  The Qur‘an‘s dependence on the Bible troubled Moslem scholars in the Middle Ages who sought to modify the tradition, but we still have the original text.  
Christianity grew out of the culture of settled farming people and is better adapted to their needs than Islam.  By historical chance its adoption by Constantine was closely followed by  the defeat of the Roman Empire in the West, leaving the Bishop of Rome with an opportunity to establish an ‘empire of spiritual power‘ on its ruins.  This was very ably exploited, most notably by Gregory the Great, who built an international organisation based on faith that was also a great temporal power.  The paradoxical result of these developments was that christianity, the ‘non-political‘ religion, acquired a strong centralised power structure, while Islam, the theocratic religion, was left with none.  In Islam power has always remained with the rulers of nations and this has had important effects on patterns of war and peace.  It has left small nations vulnerable to religious oppression, as the Palestine Arabs have bitterly discovered.  

An Arab thinker  
Genius appears where it will, often in unlikely places.  Ibn Khaldun was born in Tunis in 1332 to an Arab family from the ruling elite in Spain.  They had judged it wise to move back to North Africa before they were overrun by the re-conquering Spaniards.  He benefited from a good education and grew to be a successful soldier, lawyer, diplomat and academic.  He became a sought-after ‘Mr Fixit‘  to rulers from Spain to Damascus.  In 1375 to retired to a castle near Oran and in 4 years wrote an universal history.14  The history itself is not outstanding, but the prologomena in which he develops a theory of human society, embracing culture, education, economics, geography and government administration, contain insights which still illuminate the philosophy of social science today.  
He then returned to active life.  He moved to Cairo, at that time the richest centre of learning in the Western world.  The ship bringing his family to join him was lost in a storm and he consoled himself with scholarship alone.  He died in Cairo in 1406.  Nathaniel Schmidt wrote in 1930; 
His agitated life had brought him in touch with Pedro the Cruel in the West and Timur the Lame in the East.  It had taken him into the huts of savages and into the palaces of kings, into the dungeons with criminals and into the highest courts of justice; into the companionship of the illiterate and into the academies of scholars; into the treasure houses of the past and into the activities of the present; into deprivation and sorrow and into affluence and joy.  It had led him into the depths where the spirit broods over the meaning of life.  
Arnold Toynbee thought him possibly the greatest philosopher of history there has been.  Christian thinkers did not catch up with him until the Neapolitan jurist Giambattista Vico three centuries later.
Many of the ideas set out in the present essay had been advanced by him;  that human societies continually change; that the process of decline and inevitable extinction is governed by regular laws, and that these laws, unlike those that govern the physical world, do not lead to precise predictions, but to probable outcomes within defined limits.  

The evolution of religion  
Since our ancestors first started to tell stories over 100,000 years ago civilization has been evolving.  Theology has been an important part of that process.  Stories had to provide a framework for life as people experienced it.  They had to account for the unpredictable changes in poverty and abundance, peace and war.  There were clearly forces at work that were taking a hand in the affairs of men.  Inevitably they had human qualities but, being unseen, were disembodied spirits.  Inevitably too, each tribal group developed its own stories, telling of its own protectors and persecutors.  In the lethal struggles between tribes these stories evolved.  From particular spirits guarding and regulating springs of sweet water or groves of great trees; from spirits of dead tribal ancestors guiding the group in times of war and want; they advanced to more general gods managing the moods of the oceans, the phases of the moon and the ebb and flow of civic fortunes.  The classical world of Greece and Rome was well served by this heavenly committee, this band of divine brothers presiding over human affairs and the human environment from their abode in some high place.  
The next stage was the recognition that a pantheon of Olympian gods led to war in heaven and chaos on earth, so a single god, all-powerful and unique, was needed to create a settled and well-ordered human society.  This insight had come earlier to Akhenaten in Egypt and to the Jewish people and no doubt to others.  In China gods were formally out of favour, but the Chinese concept of ‘Heaven‘ had a flavour of abstract deism.  However, it was in Christianity and Islam that monotheism came to fruition on a large scale.  In this respect they were alike, and also in that they were both founded at a time when sexual specialization of tribes was still taken for granted.  It was the business of men to be soldiers and leaders and the business of women to maintain the population of the tribe by maximising its reproductive output.  This was not a human choice.  It was the result of the grim struggles of competitive group selection during most of the 6 million years of the evolution of Homo sapiens.  During much of that time human populations had been sparse and insecure, and often threatened with extinction.  When they had spread across the earth and become secure, so that maximum reproductive output was less necessary, it still persisted.  It was not until the 20th century that sexual equality began to be widely accepted and practised, and the process is still far from complete.  
The final stage in the evolution of theology was the Enlightenment; the development with which we are still engaged.  This was a product and achievement of protestant Europe, but it is widely misunderstood.  It is represented as a revolution in which science displaced religion and democracy displaced monarchy, enabling man to control nature and manage it for his own benefit.  In some degree these things happened, but as a summary of the changes in human behaviour that occurred, and the consequences they produced, it is woefully inadequate.  Neither religion nor autocracy was to disappear, nor was it ever realistic to suppose they would.  Many mediaeval monarchs were paragons of civilization by comparison with the autocrats of the 20th century.  Although science had its struggles with religious institutions in establishing its independent scholarship of the material world, religion itself was never deeply threatened.  The decline of religious observance in western nations has had other causes, which science may be able to take some part in explaining.  
The centre of the Enlightenment was the appreciation that the physical world is worthy of deep respect and vigorous enquiry.  Only by patient cataloguing, careful study and exact measurement can it be understood.  The utmost rigour is needed to describe it and this implies the use of mathematics.  This insight had been achieved, rather crudely, by the thinkers of ancient Athens but then lost in the middle ages.  It does not seem to have been articulated in China, despite the rich technological advances made there.  Arab scholars translated the texts from ancient Greece, and made original contributions to mathematics and astronomy, but seem to have added little experimental science of their own.  They stimulated the European renaissance and it was here that the ancient insight once more bore fruit, giving rise to modern science.  
The effect of the Enlightenment on religion was more complex.  Although an energetic debate was joined about the creation of the living world, many scientists continued to express and practise their religious faith.  Great intellectual resources were devoted to the attempt to reconcile the emerging picture of the process of the causal world with the doctrines of divine creation7.  However, the most realistic and intellectually defensible position now lies in the tacit recognition that the relevance of religion is to human behaviour and society, not to the nature of the physical world.  As a result the struggle in human consciousness today is not between science and religion, but between enlightened religion - whether based on humanistic or theocentric myths - and tribal religion.  
When Muhammad created Islam he was, in biological terms, reverting to a more primitive adaptation.  In using the monotheistic vision of the Bible he simplified it to meet the needs of vigorous and cultured, but primitive and uncivilized tribal people.  I am not suggesting that the Bible lies easily with the needs of industrial society, but its ambivalent insights into the nature of human society allow it to be assimilated more easily than the Qur‘an which, due to the historical circumstances of its birth, is less accommodating of free enquiry.  This may help to explain the difficulty Islam appears to have in embracing the Enlightenment.  The most vigorous and promising attempt so far was made by Kemal Atatürk and it is still working itself out in Turkey, where the government of Recep Tayyip Erdogan appears to trying to establish a state in which Islam is accepted as the majority faith, but not as a theocracy.  This is already formally guaranteed by the constitution, but whether the Turkish nation can realize the vision remains to be seen.  
At the time of independence many Pakistanis hoped to create a secular Islamic republic but the culture required by such a nation was lacking and Pakistan came to define itself as a confederation of Islamic tribes that confronts India13.  
There are too many Islamic communities today, especially in the Levant, that continue to justify and practise the tradition of male supremacy that treats women as breeding stock.  The resulting high rates of reproduction, especially in arid lands with little capacity for food production, are creating a demographic bomb.  What we are seeing in the Middle East is not an Arab spring but an Arab explosion.  Will this lead to democracy, or will these millions of young men for whom there is little employment do what young men have always done: make war?  Some will see hope in the fact that they are better educated than their fathers, but education does not necessarily lead to democracy.  We should not forget that in England democracy had a slow and difficult birth, costing much bloodshed, especially in the 17th century.  

A new vision  
It is not only Islam that has difficulty with enlightenment culture.  It has never been fully accepted by the Vatican and has been rejected by many evangelical sects, especially in America.  Yet the Enlightenment has expanded, enriched and enabled human consciousness.  It has also made possible the advances of technology that we now take for granted.  It is implicit in the national myths of Western nations, but they are declining and it could be lost once more.  Unless its gods can find their prophets and preachers there will be nothing tangible to defend.  
The obstacle to creative thinking in theology is the embedded idea that it is only possible to worship a god that created the physical world.  Why?  Can we only worship a god that created electrons and muons, standard deviations, and pleiotropy?  Is it not enough to worship a god that created, and creates, the human society that enables us to cooperate and protects us from our enemies?  The ”God of our fathers”, as Kipling called Him.  It is not easy to preach such a god in the corrupted, aging societies of the West where it is impolite to remember that man‘s societies are violently competitive and civilization is overwhelmed if it is not defended.  I am not ‘glamorizing war‘.  War is abominable and hellish, but I am arguing that it is part of human nature because we are social animals that gather into nations.  Like other natural processes, this can be managed, but only if we first investigate, measure and describe the natural laws that govern it.  The most dangerous heresy today is a sloppy carelessness of the physical world.  
I have proposed an hypothesis and told a story of the evolution of Homo sapiens - and of Homo rapiens, human society - which offers a framework for thinking about their nature and the management of their future.  Its consequences are unwelcome because it makes clear the costs and difficulties it will involve.  I shall be branded a pessimist, but that is an evasion of the issues.  Of course my hypothesis - Darwin‘s hypothesis - may be wrong.  That is the nature of hypotheses, but we need to engage with it.  If it is indeed wrong it will not be difficult to show this, and it is then our duty to substitute another.  
This hypothesis is not pessimism, but it is a cold bath, and my hope is that, like a cold bath, it will energise and stimulate us.  
Scott Atran is an American anthropologist who has made a study of terrorism.  From Indonesia to Morocco, Syria to Northern Europe he has interviewed the families and friends of terrorists, picking up the local patois, winning their confidence, trying to learn their background and motives.  His Talking to the Enemy8 is good reading and full of useful lessons for security services and politicians.  Here are some of his comments on the 9/11 group; 
The Hamburg group wasn‘t recruited or brainwashed.  Like most jihadi groups, it self-radicalized and then went looking for action. . . It was . . . a . . .  network of friends and fellow travelers in search of making sense of their lives and the world. . . .  Some left because they felt the group was becoming too radical; others came in because of their attraction to increasingly radical words and the promise of radical deeds. . . 
The oldest part of the group was a small circle of members of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood who had sought refuge in Germany in the late 1980s, after the Syrian government massacred thousands of their brethren.  [They]  . . .  would  . . . discuss their angry vision of Islam and the world at three mosques near the central train station in Hamburg . . . (p. 108) Later (p. 482);  
  Jihad is an egalitarian, equal-opportunity employer (well, at least for boys, but girls are Web-surfing into the act): fraternal, fast-breaking, thrilling, glorious, and cool.  Anyone is welcome to try his hand at slicing off the head of Goliath with a paper cutter.  
What is missing from Atran‘s book is the broader political perspective.  He gives us, with much closely observed human detail, jihad as cottage industry, the parish pump politics of killing.  He is well aware that the principal danger of terrorism is the panic-stricken over-reaction of Western societies, but he does not properly address this question.  
The crusaders of atheism hold no promise.  With a violent intolerance that only religious zeal could generate, they make a god of ‘reason‘ - immortal, invisible [man] only wise. . .   We need more creative gods than that to manage human society.  They treat reason (a complex and ambivalent concept) as synonymous with science, which is even more complex and ambivalent.  Sam Harris in The End of Faith: Religion, Terrorism and the Future of Reason writes ”we can no longer ignore the fact that billions of our neighbors believe in the metaphysics of martyrdom, [and] are now armed with chemical, biological and nuclear weapons . . .  We are at war with Islam . . . . “9.  He is one of the quartet Christopher Hitchens called the ‘Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse‘ (Harris, Hitchens, Dawkins and Dennett).  His judgement is dangerous and grossly disproportionate.  Terrorism is not a military threat to the U.S.  For the nation it is no more than a military inconvenience, but of course much worse for its victims, but these have so far been few by the measures of war.  This is not to say that there are no real military threats, but Islam is not the most likely source of them.  
The retreat from calm and wise judgement in Western societies is yet another symptom of cultural decline.  There is no cure for old age, but the path of wisdom is to accept the fact of lost powers and wasted muscles and exploit the asset brought by age: experience.  Old nations, like old people, should put their affairs in order and attend to their legacies.  

A larger picture 
In the summer of 1993 the Imam is performing the prayer before sundown in the village of Kamator in the south of Sierra Leone.  The worshippers stand and kneel in respectful silence.  Someone slips into the mosque and whispers that the rebels are approaching.  The worshippers try to warn the Imam, but he ignores them.  They quickly slip out and hide in the forest.  When the rebels arrive he is alone.  They beat him and demand to know where the villagers are hiding, but he refuses to tell them.  They drag him outside, lash him with wire to an iron post and set him on fire.  Ishmael does not see all this but his friend Kaloko does. When they return to the village the next day the rebels have moved on, and the dogs are eating the Imam‘s charred body.  Ishmael is 12 years old and this is not the worst he has seen since the war reached his own village a few weeks before.  He will never see either of his parents again.  After desperate wanderings in the forest and through deserted or hostile villages he is forced into the Government army.  He is given an AK47 and a crash course in jungle war-craft.  He is a bright boy with many natural talents and becomes a skilful killer, known to his comrades as ‘the snake‘.  Against the odds, he survives to be one of the few boy soldiers rescued, and among the even fewer rehabilitated, by the U.N.10  He now lives in the U.S.  The civil war in Sierra Leone was ended by the intervention of British forces in 2000.  
The war in which Beah was enmeshed was not started in pursuit of any religious objective.  It was started, like most wars, by a petty warlord enlisting young men in pursuit of power and glory.  (This particular warlord was inspired and patronised by the evil genius of Liberia, Charles Taylor).  In this case it just happened that many of the victims were muslim villagers.  
In the 1940s Tito, a substantial warlord, took advantage of the environment created by Hitler‘s war to enlist an army of his own.  With help from outsiders, especially the British, he terrorised most of his countrymen, who were already terrorised by the Germans, and created a Yugoslav nation that embraced christians, muslims, and the rest.  In this case the religious identities involved were very strong, having a long and bloody history of strife, so it is not surprising that the nation he created did not long survive his death.  
The current panic about Islam, and about religion generally, is ignorant and dangerous.  Religion is sometimes a cause of war, but so are all the marks of human identity - territory in particular (Jerusalem), but also customs (wearing the veil), language (ba-ba-barbarian), and appearance (slit-eyed asians).  Identity creates society and societies are by nature competitive.  This is the problem we need to address.  
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