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    I once saw a digitally altered image floating around Facebook—it showed a bearded man with a dark, penetrating gaze and raised placard bearing the words, “Behead those who call Islam violent.” I laughed myself sore at what then seemed an elegant—if bracing—statement of a stark reality, only the laughter caught in my throat months later when, without warning, I found my own portrait making the rounds, together with the words, “Wanted dead.”


    A talk I gave in Cairo on June 4, 2013, discussing religious fascism in Egypt, had, it turned out, prompted this call for my murder. My argument in the talk had been that a fascist mentality had made its way into Islam long before the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood, that it was a product of the religion's early history—early Islam had brought Arab religious pluralism to an end, demanding total obedience from its followers, brooking no dissenting opinion, and hungry for world domination. With this mind-set being early Islam's predominant feature, outweighing all other aspects of the faith, I argued we could talk about such a thing as “Islamofascism.”


    Footage of the talk was posted online, its more provocative ideas prompting heated debate. Soon afterward, a group of Islamic scholars formed to refute my arguments on live TV. Citing endless passages from the Qur'an and life of the Prophet that supposedly proved Islam embraced pluralism and dissenting ideas, they then debated how best I ought to be punished for defaming it, quickly and unanimously agreeing that I should be killed—the disagreement was about how to arrange this and who ought to carry out my execution.


    One scholar, an apparent moderate, said I should be offered the chance the show remorse and turn back to Islam, stressing I was to be killed only if I refused. Both the leader of terrorist group al-Gama'a al-Islamiyya and a professor from the esteemed al-Azhar University, meanwhile, demanded my immediate death, clarifying that since my talk defamed not just Islam but its prophet as well, remorse would be no good—nor would anyone need official dispensation to shoot me. In support of this view, the scholar from the university offered a story from Muhammad's life.


    One day, the story goes, the Prophet found a woman put to death outside his mosque. When he asked those praying inside which of them had killed her, a blind man got to his feet and replied, “Messenger of God, it was I. This woman was my slave, and my two children by her are like precious pearls to me, but yesterday she insulted you, Messenger of God. I begged her not to slander you again, but she repeated her words. I slew her, unable to bear it.” At this, Muhammad told the mosque's other congregants: “Bear witness, all of you: this woman's blood was justly spilled.” Islamists regularly cite this story to legitimize the murder—without a trial or the right to a defense—of those who insult their prophet.


    Before long, influential Egyptian Salafist (ultraconservative preacher who believes all Muslims should live and act exactly the same way as the Prophet Muhammad and his first community had lived fourteen hundred years ago) Abu Ishaq al-Heweny weighed in on my wrongdoings during a television appearance. (Al-Heweny sojourns frequently in Germany while instructing the country's Salafists, and one of his pupils is the convert Pierre Vogel.) From that moment on, he proclaimed, the principle of blood vengeance would be in effect between the two of us. These scholars move in such closed ideological circles that it never occurred to them that their interventions would only strengthen my arguments; worshipping their great leader Muhammad so devoutly, they feel moved to kill those who attack him—even if only verbally. They believe in killing others simply for disagreeing with them about things they consider sacrosanct. What does their worldview deserve to be called if not Islamic fascism?


    Even under Egyptian law, the men who called for my death ought ordinarily to have been arrested immediately, but they were the very fundamentalists Mohamed Morsi—the country's then president—relied on to keep his opponents in a state of fear. The same professor from al-Azhar University who demanded I be put to death had called a few weeks earlier for the murder of opposition politician Mohamed ElBaradei, and no action was taken against him on that occasion, either.1


    Calls for my own death mounted online at frightening speed. In Tunisia, Islamists took advantage of the footage of my talk, exploiting it to smear the country's entire secular opposition, putting my words in all their critics’ mouths to silence them. “Every righteous Muslim must rise up against those who equate Islam with fascism,” an added caption read. The aftermath of that talk in Cairo forced me to enter hiding for several weeks. Since returning to Germany, I now live under police protection. Even in this country, fanatics long to see me dead. Germany's then-current foreign minister Guido Westerwelle condemned incitements to my murder at a press conference, calling on the Egyptian government to ensure my safety; yet only a week later, Morsi invited Assem Abdel Maged, one of the ringleaders in demands for my death, to a state function, embracing him while cameras looked on. Westerwelle would later speak of a “democratic fightback” when Egypt's army deposed Morsi, and if democracy meant simply the holding of free elections, the former minister would have been right—but democracy means far more than that. Democracy is a political culture, a state of mind from which both Morsi and his Muslim Brotherhood were and still are light-years removed.


    After his removal from power, in any case, warrants were issued for the arrest of two of the ringleaders who called for my death. All three television stations that had broadcast their incitement to murder were shut down on the army's orders, and Assem Abdel Maged's picture appeared—not entirely unironically—in state newspaper Al-Ahram beneath the word “Wanted.”2


    I still receive death threats to this day. Pleasant as it would be if fanatics were only a threat while in power, beleaguered Islamists who see themselves as victims are both more dangerous and less predictable. My fears for myself are minimal, and I continue to write and give talks—I worry only for my Egyptian family members, who are now deluged with threats and abuse themselves.


    Fanatics may be able to restrict my movements, but they can never garrote my ideas. The smear campaign mounted against me has swelled my readership in Egypt and in other Arab states, and I receive a great deal of support and solidarity in circles previously closed to me. People from Germany, Switzerland, and Austria have sent me e-mails expressing solidarity; some even give me refuge in their homes. Of all the messages from Egypt that reach me on Facebook, one raised my spirits especially. “My thanks go to the terrorists for introducing me to you and your ideas,” one man wrote. “Please keep at it!”


    This book is one of my main attempts to do just that, even if it means pressing down further on the hornet's nest my talks on Islam and fascism put my foot in. Indeed, the more violent reactions to it get, the more the masks of supposed Islamic moderates will slip, along with their pretense of a worldview compatible with democracy.


    In Islamic Fascism, I compare Islamism's totalitarian aspects with those of fascism. One chapter concentrates on the Muslim Brotherhood's origins and evolution, highlighting its ideological and programmatic ties to European fascist movements of the 1920s and 1930s. As well as Islamists, those permanently stuck in Europe's past may take umbrage at the comparison, perhaps offended by it; plenty of anti-Islamists and anti-fascists might also object, perceiving the comparison either to relativize history or to exaggerate today's phenomenon. So it was in mid-1980s Germany when historian Ernst Nolte questioned the Holocaust's uniqueness, calling its concentration camps and Final Solution a response to the Soviet Union's gulags and exterminations.3


    The philosopher Jürgen Habermas was one of those who lambasted Nolte's comparison most harshly, calling it a “revisionist” attempt at restoring German “national consciousness” and shaking off the “amoralized past.”4 Most theories of totalitarianism are based on comparisons of Stalinism and Nazism. When it comes to these two totalitarian regimes’ power structures and mass exterminations, obvious overlaps exist—but comparison need not mean equation.


    If at first it seems less than straightforward to project the structures and core ideas of fascism—a young politics by comparison—onto a 1,400-year-old religion, it may help to note that movements for political Islam emerged nearly simultaneously with European fascism, building an outlook on both its cultural past and its political present accordingly. Neither in Italy nor in Germany did fascism emerge in a vacuum, its roots stretching back hundreds of years, as do Islamism's roots in Islam. One chapter of this book focuses on Islam's historic origins, exploring the influence this early history still exerts today on politics in the Islamic world and focusing on key thinkers from Islam's history, as well as periods when they found especially sympathetic ears.


    Other chapters address the concept of jihad, its relationship with Islamic sexual morality, terrorism, Shiite fascism, and Islamism within Europe—but the first examines political Islam's first principles, all of them reminiscent of fascism in its earliest form.
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    Fascism, in some ways, is a political religion. Its followers believe they possess absolute truth; a charismatic, infallible leader stands atop its hierarchy, armed with a divine mission to unify the nation and crush its foes. Fascism's ideology corrupts its followers with hatred and resentment, partitioning the world into friends and enemies and threatening those who oppose it with retributions. It opposes modernism, Enlightenment values, Marxism, and Jews, while glorifying militarism and self-sacrifice—even martyrdom.


    Modern Islamism shares all these qualities, having emerged simultaneously with fascism in the 1920s. Islamism and fascism alike emerged from feelings of abject subjugation, united by empire-building goals with world domination, a manifest virtue, and their enemies’ annihilation a prerequisite. One movement believes in Aryan racial supremacy, the other in Muslim moral supremacy over the vast, unbelieving bulk of humanity.


    When Benito Mussolini founded his fascist movement in Italy, he dreamed of capturing the Roman Empire's glory days. Only a few years after Mussolini's rise, Hassan al-Banna founded the Muslim Brotherhood with similar yearnings, also invoking the memory of a glorious bygone era of Islam. Tunisian-French author Abdelwahab Meddeb considers the Islamic world's central problem to be its own anxiety about no longer acting as the leading geopolitical power it was in the Middle Ages. He sees the dissonance between a proud past and the harsh present reality as a major source of anti-Western resentment. In Meddeb's view, it is a chronic sickness born from feelings of being cheated by history and the world. Together with an idealized past, this sickness constitutes one of Islamic fascism's driving forces.


    THE PILLARS OF NASCENT FASCISM


    In his book Five Moral Pieces, Italian philosopher, semiotician, and man of letters Umberto Eco lists fourteen distinct features of “ur-fascism,” or fascism in its earliest form.1 Among them is the “cult of tradition,” decreeing truth to have been revealed in times past from on high, denying the possibility of intellectual advances today. Truth can be found, the cult of tradition dictates, only in strict adherence to revelation—certainly not, at any rate, by means of independent thought or study.


    The same cult of tradition is a central part of Islamic thought, where the Qur'an, in its inviolability, is said to contain all there is to know. Political Islam considers its mission divine, a call to be answered in every time and place, regardless of reality. Salafists and jihadists alike demonize those who interpret Islamic texts in keeping with the times, the word of God not being humanity's to reconstrue: to them, it matters not a bit that a Muslim who takes scripture literally is likely to struggle making his way in an ever-changing modern world ambivalent to him. To Islamists, modernity is simply a sign of how far people can stray from the true faith; for Eco, meanwhile, rejection of modernity and the Enlightenment—tied to a tendency toward irrationalism—is another feature of fledgling fascism; others include rejection of critical reasoning, xenophobia, sexism, and machismo.


    Fascism, Eco writes, feeds on people's obsessive belief that “others” have drawn plans against them, a persecution complex accompanied by a fixed sense of having been humiliatingly shortchanged and a subsequent thirst for retribution. Fascism's followers live to fight more than they fight to live, the “struggle” being an end rather than a means. Word for word, the same applies to the Islamic concept of jihad, functioning not as a means of self-defense but as a duty unto God for all eternity. Come the end of days, the idea goes, the new world order will witness its enemies—humanity's unbelievers—convert or die.


    To outline a further parallel, fascism and Islamism alike are maladies of “belated nations,” societies fondly recalling glorious histories while in a process of decay. Before broadening its horizons in other European states, fascism first asserted itself in Italy. Why Italy, of all places? At the time, the country was in the midst of an incomplete unification process, political parties were mauling each other, feelings of being shortchanged in the Paris Peace Treaties ran high, the economy was depressed, and fears of a Bolshevist revolution were looming. To top it all, Italy was devoutly Catholic, with its influential church's core ideas including principles like honor, hierarchy, unity, charismatic leadership, and absolute truth—elements that would also find their way into fascism.


    In the nationalist surge at the turn of the nineteenth century, nationalist and fascist movements did emerge in countries like England and France, which had long histories of national unity under a single state to look back on. In the political sphere, however, they achieved only marginal relevance. Historian Ernst Nolte views Action Française, the militant Catholic movement founded in France in 1898, as a forerunner to fascist movements that would later emerge in Italy and Germany. It hoped to put a stop to modernism in the Catholic Church, returning to a conservative Christian social order, yet never managed to garner mass support, losing for good what relevance it had when the Nazi Wehrmacht occupied France.


    Three years after the hammer blow of 1929's Wall Street crash, Oswald Mosley founded the Britain Union of Fascists. According to its own figures, the party boasted fifty thousand members,2 with Mosley touring Italy to study fascism, later commissioning a black party uniform to match that of Adolf Hitler's SS. In the wake of the Night of the Long Knives, however, and certainly during the Second World War, his movement hemorrhaged support.


    Only in the belated German and Italian nations did fascism take hold, its supporters seizing the reins of power and leading the public astray. Italian fascism could be seen as the endpoint of the Italian unification process Giuseppe Mazzini and Giuseppe Garibaldi had begun in the nineteenth century. The Italian word fascio stems from the Latin fasces, meaning “bunch” or “bundle,” referring originally to the bundle of rods carried in front of Roman emperors, first by imperial bodyguards and later by civil servants and officials. A symbol of power, it served both as a sign of unity and a potential instrument of corporal punishment for dissenters and criminals. When Mussolini founded his first association, Fasci di Combattimento, in 1919, he was invoking memories of the Roman Empire as a world power—not least because he hoped to rebuild it.


    German fascism also emerged in a period of deterioration. To name only a handful of factors, economic fragility, established parties’ weakness, and the Treaty—or, in Germany, Travesty—of Versailles offered National Socialism a fertile breeding ground. The movement seemed to promise that the Wilhelmine empire's scotched dream of a “place in the sun” for Germany could be revived, the nation born again to strike back at powers that had debased it in the recent past, its ignominious defeat in the First World War forgotten. Crudely mixed, both impotence and the dream of omnipotence created the perfect climate for the Nazis’ rise to power.


    Islamists exhibit just the same mixture of beliefs in their own impotence and omnipotence. Having come upon the world stage only six centuries later than Christianity, Islam could be called a belated religion, still in its own middle ages today: using Islamic dating, in fact, the year 1436 matches 2015. Most Muslim countries could themselves be called belated nations in the same vein as 1920s Germany or Italy, unable since the Ottoman Empire's fall (and later the end of colonial rule) to decide between the modern nation-state and the pull of ancient tribal structures and theocracy, leaving most Islamic states at a standstill for decades, governed under a contradictory blend of these regimes. In states with (military) dictatorships or those that dare to cautiously approximate modernity, Islamists come to form a political alternative.


    The twentieth century witnessed a violent backlash against modernity and the values of the Enlightenment: after Bolshevism and fascism, both historian Ernst Nolte and philosopher Ernest Gellner view Islamism as a third antimodernist movement. All three have certainly availed themselves of modernity's technological innovations, yet they vehemently resist the cornerstones of the Enlightenment. Reason, personal liberty, freedom of thought, individuality, human rights, and human bodily autonomy, as well as freedom of expression and the press—all three movements view these as threats.


    In particular, these movements have always perceived the transition from rural to urban social organization to spell the end of communities based around shared backgrounds and/or ideology, a mainstay of all totalitarian regimes. The near-mystical exaltation of the rural sphere is often the root of efforts to preserve these communities, and an anti-urban discourse distinguishes all three movements. For the Bolsheviks, the city was the site of the proletariat's exploitation; for the Nazis, Berlin symbolized the downfall of traditional morals in the roaring twenties; and for Islamists, too, the city is a place of sin and moral decline.


    Wherever fascists, communists, and Islamists have taken power throughout their histories, societies have become open-air prisons whose inmates—their own citizens—have been monitored twenty-four hours a day. Pluralism has been and still is regarded as a threat, while societal consensus is artificially enforced through violence and intimidation. There is one and only one true ideology, with dissidents branded turncoats and traitors at best, eliminated outright at worst.


    To stifle internal criticism, totalitarians stoke fear, constructing a scenario of imminent danger, the country and its people struggling against some real or imagined foe. The Nazis went about this with a degree of creativity, the German people threatened first by their country's Jews and communists, then later by the external threat of the Allied forces. The Soviet Union's external enemies also changed several times during its history, led at first by the Nazis and then by the democratic West. Dissidents inside the communist bloc served as the enemy within, supposedly collaborating with the West to undermine solidarity across society.


    Islamists, by contrast, have always spoken of the same three foes: the West on the other side of the world, Israel close to home, and heretics, reformists, and secular thinkers and politicians the enemy within, deemed universally to act as an extension of the West. Wherever Islamic fascism has taken hold, as it has in Iran, Sudan, Nigeria, Somalia, and Gaza, brutal dictatorships have emerged, refusing to this day to relinquish their grip on power; wherever Islamists have been ousted from government, they and their supporters have shape-shifted into terrorists, inflicting acts of devastating violence on their own countries, as in Algeria, Afghanistan, Mali, and Libya—a fate that now threatens Egypt and Syria as well.


    Yet for a broad swathe of the populace in Muslim countries, political Islam constitutes a beacon of hope. One factor among others is that neither the public nor the political elite in the relevant countries are prepared to admit their own failure—specifically, their inability to date to forge their own alternative to Western democracy. Above all, wounded pride has hamstrung all reappraisal of the Arab world's history and fruitful relations with the West, with many Arab states settling firmly into their own victim mentality, encouraging collective cultivation of anti-Western hatred. Both secular dictatorships and their Islamist rivals have fed on this hatred, a lost, frustrated, and above all angry generation resulting. Some find a means of venting their anger in rebellion against the ruling elite, while others find shelter and solace among Islamists.


    It was in this manner that the once-peaceful mass movement behind the Arab Spring dissolved into infighting between two equally implacable blocs, a confrontation I choose to describe as an internal clash of civilizations—not the much-debated clash of the West with the Islamic world, but an intra-Arabian, intra-Islamic power struggle. The Islamic world can be viewed as an onion-layered multiple dictatorship: the dictatorship of political dynasties like the Mubarak, Gaddafi, Hussein, Ben Ali, and Assad families forms its first layer; the dictatorship of the military, the next; after that, the dictatorship of religion, which determines how children are raised and educated; and finally, the dictatorship of society, which impacts life within families through archaic gender roles.


    Each onion layer is a high wall separating the Islamic world from the rest of the globe, supposedly so as to safeguard its identity. Young people demonstrating on the Arab world's streets today have managed to peel one layer away, only to find themselves confronted with the next. It may be that in the end, only the onion's core—religion—remains. It is still debatable, if so, whether the courage of youth will suffice, rocking it from its position of power. Should they succeed, what next occurs to them will be that the onion itself was only ever a product of fear—and that beneath all its multiple layers, there was never anything worth guarding. Only then can we refer to a “revolution”—and until then, Islam's ancient totalitarian features will go on making their mark, spreading even to areas where religion formerly played only a minor role.
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    The Muslim Brotherhood, one of the Middle East's most influential Sunnite groups, is sometimes presented by experts on Islam as a “reformist social movement” that renounced violence in its distant past. These are the same experts who fawn over “moderate Islamism,” claiming it to be compatible with democracy. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Turkey's incumbent president, is mentioned constantly in conjunction with this so-called moderate Islamism—so are Rachid al-Ghannushi and his Ennahda party in Tunisia, and Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood.


    When all three parties were exposed as antidemocratic and corrupt, these experts steadfastly refused to relinquish their faith that somewhere in the world, moderate Islamism definitely did exist—ignoring that Islamists, whatever their colors and camouflage, only enter politics with one goal: enforcement of an Islamic social order under sharia law, not precluding world domination in the long term.


    Deep down, Islamists despise democracy and consider it little more than a route to power. Having witnessed his mentor Necmettin Erbakan fail to a establish theocracy by bypassing Turkey's institutions, Erdoğan chose to infiltrate them instead, styling himself early in his career as a secular, pro-Western candidate desperate to fight corruption and reform Turkey's economy. Only a few years after being elected head of state—once his country's institutions had been subverted from within, its military neutralized—did he reveal authoritarian, imperialist, and anti-Western views.


    When a corruption scandal rocked Erdoğan's government in December 2013, Minister for Economic Affairs Zafer Çağlayan had only conspiracy theories to offer, describing a “squalid plot against the government, the party, and Turkey itself.”1 Foreign intelligence agencies were, Çağlayan claimed, behind the scandal. Diverting attention reflexively from real-world problems with conspiracy theories of this kind is, in itself, a feature of developing fascism.


    The Muslim Brotherhood's history includes several attempts to take power in Egypt by force, at one point deeming democratic elections blasphemous since sovereignty lay with God rather than with the people. Brute force never allowed them to achieve their goals, however, and so the group's stance on elections—if not democracy itself—changed over time. The Brotherhood won Egypt's elections in 2012, yet failed miserably after only a year in government. Once again, the government blamed Islam's enemies at home and abroad instead of holding itself to account.


    In December 2013, key figures from the Muslim Brotherhood finally stood trial, accused of ordering demonstrators’ deaths. Its methods, the same ones fascism historically employed, are now all too familiar—critics, dissidents, and apostates were considered one more enemy within to be eliminated.


    The Brotherhood's trajectory has been a fascist one ever since its founding in 1928, and like any fascist movement it trades in two currencies: rage and blood. Throughout the group's eighty-eight-year existence, its members have never come up with any real plans for Egypt's future, nor any answers to the country's problems or those of any other Muslim state—yet they remain determined to rule over the countries in question. Those willing to work alongside the Brotherhood are required to adopt its slogan, “Allah is our objective; the Qur'an is our constitution; the Prophet is our leader; jihad is our way; death for Allah's sake is our highest goal.”


    Whatever supposedly moderate form the group's politics take, these five pillars are enough to unmask it as a fascist organization. With its members’ conviction that all those not with them are their enemies, the Muslim Brotherhood can also be seen as founders of Islamist terrorism, al-Qaeda being one of the group's immediate descendants. The Brotherhood's entire history is a product of the same mentality as National Socialism and its horrific results—a mind-set whose roots stretch far back into history.


    The First World War's conclusion spelled the end for many superpowers. The royal houses of Habsburg-Lorraine and Russia were beaten, Germany and Austria-Hungary's imperialist dreams were in ruin, Russia's czar and his family had been murdered, and the country's monarchy was supplanted with communist revolutionaries. The long-beleaguered Ottoman Empire finally fell in 1924; the caliphate that had held countless Islamic states and peoples together for four centuries, its governmental system legitimized by Islam, died with it.


    In all these fallen empires, new regimes that held distinctive ideologies followed hot on monarchism's heels. Fascism spread in Italy and Germany, the latter's National Socialists taking power after the historical interlude of the Weimar Republic, while communism became Russia's new religion. Following the Ottoman Empire's collapse, people in the Islamic world found themselves hovering like lost children, orphaned and unsure where to turn.


    Three ideologies competed for their approval—Islamism, nationalism, and pan-Arabism. The modern democratic nation-state had garnered a bad reputation, and most Muslim countries at the time were still under British or French colonial rule, their people feeling exploited and oppressed. Communism, by contrast, curried favor quickly with intellectuals, most notably in Syria and Egypt, yet remained off the table for the Muslim majority due to its wholesale rejection of religion.


    During this tense period of reorientation, two groups emerged independently of one another that aimed to restore the Islamic caliphate. In India, the scholar Abul Ala Maududi founded a movement in 1924 that would also revive jihadist ideology. Maududi wished first to shake off the yoke of British rule and then unite the ummah, or worldwide Muslim community. “Come out and join the struggle,” Maududi declared, calling its members to an armed conflict.2 “Eliminate all those who reject God…. If you accept the truth of Islam, all that remains for you to do is to put all your strength into establishing Islamic rule on Earth.” Maududi's ideas spread rapidly, first in India and later in Pakistan and Afghanistan, his understanding of Islam serving as the main basis of the Taliban's ideology today.
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