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Abstract

This paper is a brief discourse on ‘global jihad’ focusing on the war in Syria. It presents an argument on the significance of the element of religion in the war and the fact that it can be a beginning for a large-scale religious war. While the West and its media attempt to downplay the significance of religion in this war, a fair reading on the conflict suggests otherwise. Resentment towards the tyrannical regime is the catalyst but the foundation of the uprising is definitely religion. The paper also explains how this war can lead to a religious war of a greater scale and the Global Jihad Movement with networks across the globe will be the main actor. The Shia, the West, Russia and all the current governments in the Muslim world will play the enemies of the movement. The war in Syria is far from over but the present stalemate will not last. However, current development shows that when it is over, whoever wins will face foreign resistance and Syrians will face the fate comparable to those in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as African Muslim countries. The likelihood of regime change is seemingly improving as the regime is losing in many parts of the country but the West is waiting and scheming to ensure that the winner will be one that can best serve its interests later. Iran has already moved to assist the regime alongside Lebanon’s Hezbollah but still the resistance is gaining momentum. The mujahideen is gaining more than the secular rebels. The Sunni-Shia enmity has reignited fully due to this war. A western occupation of Syria will amplify the anti-Western sentiments amongst Sunni Muslims. Russian involvement will increase support for the Chechen cause. The inability and refusal of Sunni Arab regimes has already erased any lingering trust the Sunnis have towards them. In the end, the frustration, anger, isolation and most importantly the religious obligation to defend Islam and Muslims will lead to a mass revolution through the method of jihad. The Global Jihad Movement will earn the legitimacy and a grand struggle towards the Caliphate shall begin with a momentum gained indirectly from the war in Syria. The study is based on library research only and much of the arguments are from deductions.
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1.0 Introduction

Popular revolts in multiple countries in the Arab uprisings against the ruling regimes have swept across 18 countries (see Image 1) in the Middle East and North Africa at varying degrees. In some countries, the unrests have been suppressed or simply lost their momentum. However, major revolts have managed to topple governments in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Libya. In some countries like Sudan and Algeria, the protests have ceased but have managed to push for reforms with the lifting of the 19-year-old state of emergency in Algeria and the agreement not to continue for another term by Sudanese president Omar al-Bashir. The protests were relatively less serious in Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Lebanon, Bahrain, Morocco, Ethiopia, Western Sahara and Mauritania. The widespread of protests throughout the Muslim-majority countries in the two regions have taken the world aback and the prospect of regime changes in some countries have led to recalculations and rethinking on foreign policies towards these countries especially due to the uncertainties regarding their future. The victories of the so-called Islamist parties in Tunisia and Egypt in their respective elections have been widely reported as a concern for the West. However, the recent Libyan elections have seen a victory for the reported secularist party, the National Forces Alliance, led by ex-interim Prime Minister Mahmoud Jibril (BBC News Africa, 2012). News reports indicate that the biggest concern for the global powers is the element of religion amongst the rebels. The main motivations behind the uprisings in one country and between them vary. Some protesters simply want to end dictatorships, some want democracy, while some are motivated by religion. It is a phenomenon that cannot be sufficiently explained by one factor but certainly this historic event has projected the rising fundamentalist elements in the region after decades of suppression by the former authoritarian regimes. Although the extent of this sentiment is still a matter of contention, a less regimented environment definitely helps the dissemination of fundamentalist ideas.
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Image 1: Map illustrating the Arab Spring by country. Source: http://tripline.net/trip/Map_of_the_Arab_Spring_Protests-2173004375451003A9ECA90105EA623D

Amongst the countries which have seen revolts against ruling regimes, the Syrian uprising is arguably the bloodiest. The uprising has developed into a full-scale civil war between the majority Sunni populations against the ruling Shia regime. The escalating violence has resulted in ‘staggering’ death toll and ‘catastrophic’ destruction, as described by UN-Arab League envoy Lakhdar Brahimi1 (AFP, 2012). Fears of further bloodshed has caused more than 200 000 Syrians seeking refuge in neighbouring countries (Associated Press, 2012). The death toll has been estimated at more than 60 000 by the UN by January 2013, only nearly two years since the violence broke out in March 2011 (Sterling J. and Salma Abdelaziz, 2013). By comparison, the uprising in Syria is probably the most crucial one since it involves a change possible change in the balance of power in the region between the Sunni and the Shias since the fall of the Nusayri (Alawite) regime will definitely weaken the sphere of influence of Iran and its Shia proxies and consequently reduce the threat to Sunni regimes in the region, given that the non-fundamentalists assume power after the war ends. It is in one way a religious war for the rebels, and for the external powers, there is a significant geopolitical consequence to the endgame of the Syrian war. The study attempts to portray the significant element of religion within the war and the possible permutations of events and the probable end results. The study relies solely on secondary sources due to the obvious difficulties to conduct a field research.

After a thorough analysis of available secondary sources, the researcher identified the players within this war are as follows:

Stakeholders

Motivations

Affiliation

Mujahideen2 (Foreign and local)

  • To bring back the Shari’a

  • Return the caliphate

  • First endorsed by Saudi and Qatar but then abandoned

  • Declared as terrorist by the west

  • Al-Qaeda

  • Independent mujahideen

  • Jihad groups like Taliban and Hamas which are unaffiliated with al-Qaeda

Free Syrian Army

  • Freedom and democracy

  • (some same as the mujahideen)

  • The secularists groups are with the SNC, the Islamists are with the mujahideen. The proportion cannot be accurately determined.

  • Most would ally with the mujahideen at least until the regime is ousted since the mujahideen are the most effective fighters.

Syrian National Coalition (SNC)

  • Government in waiting with endorsement from western allies

  • Composed mainly of the exiled former Muslim brotherhood leaders

  • Backed and declared by the west as the only legitimate government in waiting for Syria.

  • Are not involved in the battlefield, suddenly formed once the Bashar regime showed signs weakening.

Saudi, Qatar, US, EU, Turkey

  • To replace the Assad regime with a regime friendly to them to ensure preservation of their strategic interests

  • With the SNC

Bashar regime

  • Preserving the status quo

  • Iran and Shias

  • Russia and China

Iran and its Shia proxies

  • Same as Bashar Assad

  • A link between Iran and its Shia proxies in the Arabian peninsula, in particular Hezbollah

  • Bashar regime

  • Hezbollah

Russia, China

  • A gesture of friendship with Bashar and a show of power against the west

  • Geopolitical and economical interests

  • Bashar regime and Iran

The Kurds

  • Autonomous governance of Kurdish regions

  • Mainly nationalists

  • Kurdistan Workers Party

  • Kurdish Militia

  • Not siding either with Bashar or the rebels



A close look at the above table would give the readers a glimpse of what is truly happening in Syria in particular and the Middle East in general. It is a web of interests and the causes are varied. It is combination of diverse interests on one side - geopolitical ambitions and economic interests - and a purely religious goal of returning the caliphate on the path of prophethood3. It is also a continuation of centuries-long enmity between the Sunnis and the Shias. As such, the issue of Syria must be explained in two perspectives – religion and realpolitik. The study accordingly chose to analyse the conflict in both the standpoint of realism and constructivism. However, it must be noted that religion is the main motivation amongst the rebels and as such, it is critical to understand the standpoints of Islam (the Sunni school of thought) with regard to the war to deduce the probable path that this war shall lead to. It is the premise of this study that the war in Syria is indeed a religious war.

1.2 International relations theoretical framework: Explaining Realism and Constructivism

The two most widely used frameworks in explaining world events in scholarly works are realism and constructivism. Realism is a view that “politics or diplomacy is based primarily on power and on practical and material factors and considerations, rather than ideological notions or moralistic or ethical premises and thus considers players to be pragmatic” (Rourke, J., 2010). In short, the realists view that world politics is driven by competitive self-interest. On the other hand, constructivism asserts that significant aspects of international relations are historically and socially contingent, rather than inevitable consequences of human nature or other essential characteristics of world politics (Robert Jackson and Georg Sørensen, 2010). Any of the two individual perspectives cannot adequately explain world politics. Accepting realism would imply that people are selfish beings who have no regard for others while advocating constructivism means viewing people as social beings who place significance on ideas and thus deny some individualism nature of actors in world politics. The researcher believes that both perspectives are correct but neither can provide an accurate analysis on a world event. Therefore, the researcher chooses to study the current events in Syria as a case study in this paper in both realism and constructivism perspectives. Religion, history and competitive self-interests are all important elements motivating the actions of all the players involved in ongoing conflict in Syria. The study seeks to provide a holistic view on the conflict to give readers a proper understanding on this critical issue since it involve almost all the major players in the Middle East and world politics.

2.0 On Terrorism and Jihad: Drawing a Proper Line

It seems that it is a global perception that the mujahideen are terrorists. It is so inculcated within the minds of the masses that it is difficult to argue otherwise. Such is the success of the media’s propaganda ‘war on terror’. It has led to the ostracising and persecutions of any person declaring Fundamental Islamist views in many parts of the globes. Many countries including those in Muslim-majority countries now have anti-terrorist acts. The only allowed mode of Islam today is the so-called ‘Moderate Islam’, a new concept forced on the Muslim masses by the West and subsequently the regimes loyal to them. Those opposed to this new brand of Islam are called terrorists or extremists or radicals.

The West and the East (China, Russia and its allies) alike are opposed to the Muslims who are unwilling to bow to them. The current establishment in the Muslim world are also against the fundamentalists4. If one understands their views, one would know that they are the groups who are unrelenting in maintaining the original version of Islam, rejecting the additions to the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. Many authors and analysts view this group as purely Salafis5 but there are those of other schools of thought amongst the mujahideen6. Even amongst the so-called Salafis, there are those opposing the mujahideen movement, choosing instead to side with the regimes. Nonetheless, from a thorough analysis of the mujahideen media, the different groups of mujahideen scattered across the globe are united in their goal despite the obvious absence of any central command in the so-called Global Jihad Movement.

Realistically and understandably, in the standpoint of the West or any regime within the current establishment, a revolutionary movement such as the Global Jihad Movement is great threat to their hegemony and even survival. It is therefore a logical choice for them to brand a military, ideological and political threat as terrorist. It is a political move but at the same time, judging from some statements of major figures in the ‘war on terror’, it is also a religious confrontation, between the doctrine of secularism and that of Islam. George Bush called the war a ‘Crusade’7 and a British general view the Afghan war as a measure to prevent the establishment of the Caliphate8. The actions of the US-led military in Afghan and Iraq, Russia in its war against the Chechen mujahideen, Israel in its occupation of Palestinian lands and that of the Shias in Syria and Iraq can also be categorised as terrorism or in fact barbarism. The Afghans, Sunni rebels in Syria, Palestinian Brigade al-Qassam9 and the Salafi Jihadi group there, mujahideen of Iraq and the Caucasus and other mujahideen groups in South East Asia, Africa and Arabian Peninsula are mostly acting in self-defense or to oust a foreign invader or tyrannical regime.

Therefore, the study shall explain the terms terrorism and jihad to help the understanding of this topic which has been blurred by political sentiments.

2.1 Discussing Terrorism in Theory and Application

Many media today inform us that the movements of Islamic radicalism are referred to as terrorists. This needs to be re-examined, what actually is the meaning and definition of terrorist, and then who are the real terrorists who are terrorizing thousands of people throughout the world? Certainly this needs to be understood by those who do not understand. The massive media propaganda has managed to smear the name of Islam and Muslims by associating them with terrorism. At the moment, the US is the hegemony in this uni-polar world. Their power is diminishing and despite the threats of Russia and China, they view the revival of an Islamic Caliphate as their greatest threat in the increasingly multi-polar world. Observing the words of John Emerich Edward Dalberg Acton, or better known as Lord Acton (1834–1902), “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely”, and the realism view that states act based on their interests, most of the times in Machiavellian10 ways, the researcher view with sceptic the ‘moral justifications’ of the ‘war on terror’. This owes to the fact that the targets have been solely Muslims and the fact that the many civilian casualties have been recorded as the ‘collateral damage’ in the US-led assaults against alleged ‘terrorists’ in Afghanistan and Iraq11. If the mujahideen are considered terrorists by the politically-correct mainstream media, then the West and Russia, are the ‘legally-protected terrorists’. That is assuming the mujahideen actually are terrorists.

The term terrorism itself is a very vague and ambiguous concept with no single, universally accepted, definition (Thalif Deen, 2005). Common definitions of terrorism refer only to those violent acts which are intended to create fear (terror); are perpetrated for a religious, political or, ideological goal; and deliberately target or disregard the safety of non-combatants (civilians). Some definitions now include acts of ‘unlawful’ violence and war. The term ‘unlawful’ itself is open to debate.

Through practical assessment of the actions of states, the researcher observes that the term ‘terrorism’ is politically and emotionally charged, and this greatly compounds the difficulty of providing a precise definition (Hoffman, Bruce, 1998). The concept of terrorism may be controversial as it is often used by state authorities (and individuals with access to state support) to delegitimize political or other opponents, (Geoffrey Nunberg, 2001) and potentially legitimize the state's own use of armed force against opponents (such use of force may be described as ‘terror’ by opponents of the state) (Elysa Gardner, 2008). Therefore, one must clearly understand that the fiery talks of ‘war on terror’ are mere words of propaganda to provide a moral legitimacy to their military actions against those who oppose them. If terror actually means fear, then states are the most frequent user of terror. The only difference is that the states have legal means to legitimise their actions.

A common belief in the West is that al Qaeda wishes to impose Islam everywhere. This might be a pipe dream for the group, but a new study of their use of religious texts suggests that mujahideen’s goals are much more modest. Researchers with ASU’s Center for Strategic Communication (CSC)12 analyzed more than 2,000 items of propaganda from al Qaeda and related Islamist groups from 1998 to 2011. They catalogued more than 1,500 quotes from the Qur’an that extremists used to support their arguments, and identified the chapter (surah) and verse represented in the quote. They found that most of quotes are about enduring hardships and maintaining faith and hope in the face of attacks by enemies of Islam.

From a comprehensive analysis of the mujahideen media, the researcher must add that their goal is to expel foreign occupiers in Muslim lands, dethrone Muslim rulers who refuse to apply the Shari’a and cooperate with the non-Muslim states in their invasion of Muslim lands, recover Palestinian lands from the occupation of the Zionist Israel and to re-establish the Islamic Caliphate. Sadly, the basic human right – the right to defend oneself – is nowadays denied to Muslims by modern-day democracies and so-called free nations, such as Britain and the USA. This is clearly evident in the fact that Muslims in Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine, Chechnya and Kashmir who are resisting the brutal occupation of their lands are continually branded and portrayed as terrorists and violent extremists by Western powers. They are also denied the ability to uphold their religion and instead, are imposed with western political ideas of liberal democracy and capitalism. Ironically, those non-democratic Gulf monarchies are very well received by them. Realistically, however, these are all strategic allies of the West and the ‘moral virtue’ of democracy does not apply to them.

2.2 Understanding Jihad in Islam

It is also imperative that one understand the concept of jihad in Islam. The subject is a heatedly-debated one amongst the modern scholars of Islam especially in this era in which western ideas have dominated the Muslim masses. There are scholars who are against the mujahideen while others applaud their efforts. The study attempts to provide a brief analysis on the views on jihad by some scholars of the past and present.

In the book Jihad in the Qur'aan and Sunnah by Abdullah Bin Muhammad Bin Humaid (2005), he explained that jihad is ordained by Allah in three ways:

  1. With the heart (intentions or feelings),

  2. With the hand (weapons, etc.),

  3. With the tongue (speeches, etc., in the Cause of Allaah)

Jihad with the heart signifies the weakest of Imaan13 and the most praiseworthy form of jihad is to utter the words of truth in front of an unjust ruler14. Jihad is a very noble act of obedience (ibadah) and the importance of this act has been recorded in many hadiths (sayings of the prophet). However, in the Shari’a, the term jihad refers to physical jihad i.e. fighting and that is used throughout the paper. In the Islamic faith, the rewards awaiting the syuhadaa’ (martyrs) are so great and they are ensured a place in paradise. There are many verses in the Qur’an informing the Divine promises reserved only for martyrs. The rewards are great spiritual incentive to join the ranks of mujahideen. Gaining the pleasure of Allah is the uppermost goal in jihad and thus understanding the fiqh (legislature) of jihad is crucial. Many mistakes or wrongdoing committed by the mujahideen is due to the lack of knowledge and the fact that in an armed struggle, emotions can take over and thus the mujahideen lose their discipline. This is true for any army in any war and it is not exclusive to the mujahideen. It is thus important to differentiate between criticising the mistakes of few men and ridiculing the high ideal professed by millions of men.

Jihad is a very important part of Islam. Unlike Christians, Muslims do not believe in the idea of ‘love thy enemy’ or turning the other cheek when attacked. Instead, Muslims believe in the divine principle, “fight those who fight you” (Qur’an, 9:13). This general guideline and rule agrees with human nature and survival instinct to retaliate against aggression and defend one’s life, property and wealth from any external attack.

Jihad in Islam is ‘a struggle in the path of Allah’. Jihad is different from tribal warfare or wars in the name of ideologies and for Muslims, it refers to wars sanctioned by Allah, elevating it as something sacred. It is important to understand that the motive of waging jihad is only to ensure the supremacy of the words of Allah. Jihad can be defensive and offensive and there are sets of rules of conduct in jihad which a mujahid must strictly observe. These have been explained by many scholars of Islam throughout its history. Contrary to western beliefs, while Islam allows for war, it must be conducted within a very strict set of rules and a mujahid who wish for martyrdom must understand and follow.

This section shall discuss the justification of jihad and the moral codes in jihad as explained by some respected scholars of Islam. The rationale is to properly draw a line between jihad and terrorism, two inherently different concepts which are perhaps the most misrepresented of ideas in the West’s understanding of Islam. The misconception has led to many prejudice catchphrases relating to the religion of Islam like ‘Islamofascism15’, ‘a faith spread by the sword’ and ‘Islamic terrorism’ as well as many other catchphrases so popular in the uninformed debates on this topic which only serve to muddle the issue. It is therefore useful, and even imperative, to explain what jihad is, what it means to Muslims, and how it relates to the concrete issues of war and peace.

It is also important for the public to understand that, as with any religion or system of law, when it comes to the Islamic law of war there is a gap between the ideal and its application in the world. It is possible to sift through the long history of war and peace in Islamic civilization and find examples where political powers, viciously religious but lacking-in-knowledge mujahideen groups and even religious scholars have acted and espoused views which are anti-thetical to the spirit of the teachings of Islam outlined above regarding war and peace. However, one must recognise that the high ideal of Islam is very much against such practices. If abuses have occurred in the application of the Islamic laws of war, these exist in spite of those teachings, not because of them. When jihad is waged, through a fair analysis of Islamic history, the facts would show that the Islamic laws of war - with its principles of justice, sparing of innocents, and idealisation of peace - were observed and the conducts of the mujahideen exhibited the highest standards of chivalry and nobility.

Youssef H. Aboul-Enein, Sherifa Zuhur (2004) summarised that Islamic jurists considered different types of jihad. Certain categories might be waged against Muslims as well as non-Muslims.

  1. The most permissible form of jihad was that pursued against unbelievers or polytheists.

  2. Jihad against apostasy. Apostasy is a capital crime in Islam; here it could mean that an individual renounced his belief in Islam or, as with the tribes who seceded from their alliance with the Muslims after the Prophet’s death, it could refer to a group of Muslims who denied their faith.

  3. Jihad against dissension or sedition. Since Muslims gave an oath of allegiance to their leader, none should revolt against him unless the leader rules by laws other than the Shari’a.

  4. Jihad against brigands and deserters.

  5. Jihad against the Peoples of the Book (ahl al-kitab), Jews, Christians, and all idol worshipers.

  6. Some jurists considered defense of the frontiers (ribat) to be a requirement of Muslims comparable to jihad.



In essence, Islam asks neither that Muslims be belligerent nor that they be pacifist. Rather, they must love peace but when the cause is just, resort to force. Generally, the rules of war and peace in Islam can be summarised into three broad principles:

  1. Non-combatants are not legitimate targets, and this not only includes women, children, and the elderly but also animals and the natural environment.

  2. The fact of someone’s being non-Muslim does not make them a legitimate target of attack. The Islamic conquests were political in nature, and large areas under Muslim rule remained non-Muslim for centuries.

  3. Muslims are expected to live in peace with their neighbours whenever possible, and must respect treaties, but this never precludes the right to pre-emptive or responsive self-defense. Indeed, fourteen centuries ago Islam drew a line between pre-emption and aggression, allowing the former and condemning the latter. There exists a clear Quranic verse on this matter:

Fight in the way of God against those who fight against you, but begin not hostilities. Lo! God loveth not aggressors (Qur’an 2:190)

The ‘just cause’ is a matter of contention between scholars of today after the inception of the ‘war on terror’ which tainted the image of the Muslims. There are scholars who deny the obligation of jihad as a consequence in their effort they perceive to be necessary to disassociate Islam and violence. There are those who refuse to speak on the matter due to the sensitivity of the issue. Few choose to explain the issue and those who advocate jihad are persecuted or banned entirely from the public scene. The perception of jihad has been so distorted and the confusion has led to refusal to even publicly discuss this topic fearing the retribution. Should the concept of jihad be properly understood, one will learn that jihad is a an act very much consistent with human nature i.e. to defend when attacked, to resort to pre-emptive strike when enemy hostility becomes obvious and to ensure justice in lands ruled under unjust systems. If the West or Russia can argue that they are attacking Muslims to defend themselves or to prevent from being attacked or to bring their systems into Muslim lands, then such arguments are valid for the Muslims as well.

Historically, there have been many traditional scholars of Islam who explained on the subject of jihad. There were differences with regard to what kind of situation legitimise jihad but the researcher observes that most are in agreement on what are the religious codes of conduct in warfare. To stay relevant to the current discussion on the Global Jihad Movement, the study shall present the views that are most consistent the arguments of the movement. The movement is essentially a fundamentalist one which has the ultimate goal of re-establishing the Islamic Caliphate ruling with the Shari’a. It does not accept any other system or sources of law. Thus one can understand that it is definitely against man-made systems like democracy or socialism. It is also against versions of Islam which included innovations (bida’ah) such as most sects in Shiism16 and some mystical practices of the Sufis17 which have no reference in the Qur’an and the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad and his companions. The mujahideen also consider hostile non-Muslims as well as rulers who refuse to rule by the Shari’a as enemies.

Abu al-A'la Mawdudi (1903-79), the Pakistani thinker, was one of the most prominent scholars on jihad and is regarded as controversial figure for his radical views. His most important view was that because Islam is all-encompassing, the Islamic state should not be limited to just the "homeland of Islam". It is for the entire world and thus jihad should be used to eliminate un-Islamic rule and establish the worldwide Islamic state18. He also stressed that jihad does not only involve combatants but also all efforts that helps the combatants. His views were echoed by Sayyid Qutb (1906-56), a prominent ideologue of the Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan Muslimin) who rejected western secularism and democracy and were a strong advocate of the Shari’a. His views on jihad are also very popular among mujahideen today. These ideologues recast modern jihad in the fiery language of revolution and anti-colonialism of the times and not just strictly warfare to expand Islamic legal and political dominance. Their war was directed against oppressive colonialist forces or Muslim rulers who were judged to be apostates because of their failure to uphold Shari’a. Mawdudi’s approach reflects the view of Taqi ad-Din Ahmed ibn Tamiyya (1263-1328), widely known as Ibn Taymiyya, who declared the overthrow of unjust governments to be lawful. Ibn Taymiyya characterized defensive jihad as a personal obligation (fard ’ayn) and it includes to fight “false” Muslim leaders (those who do not uphold strictly the obligations of Shari’a and allow Western/enemy troops on their soil).

One must also understand when jihad becomes an obligation for Muslims. In general, the obligation to jihad is a collective one (fard kiffayah) and only becomes a personal one (fard ’ayn) when Muslim lands are invaded or occupied by an infidel force that is uninvited. Ibn Rushd, writing in 12th Century Seville and Cordoba, Spain during the so-called “Golden Era” of Islam cited the consensus of the scholars of Islam in his seminal Bidayat al-Mujtahid wa-Nihayat al-Muqtasid on this matter. Abdullah Yusuf Azzam (1941-1989), a much admired figure in the field of modern jihad, a scholar and mujahid (singular term for mujahideen) in the Afghan-Soviet war, implored Muslims to rally in defence of Muslim victims of aggression, to restore Muslim lands from foreign domination, and to uphold the Muslim faith in his work, Join the Caravan (1987). He is widely regarded as the ‘reviver of jihad in the 20th century’ for his influence and recognition amongst the mujahideen of this era. His views focused mainly on defensive jihad but analysts allege that his previous contributions during the Afghan-Soviet war laid the foundations for the formation of the transnational jihadi (mujahideen) network. As Bill Moyers (2007) pointed out, Azzam’s philosophical rationalization of global jihad and practical approach to recruitment and training of Muslim militants from around the world blossomed during the Afghan war against Soviet occupation and proved crucial to the subsequent development of the al-Qaeda militant movement despite his obvious preference for jihad to be waged in Palestine, which he considered as the apex of jihad. His words19 are still quoted by present-day jihad movements and have moved many towards the cause of jihad. Some of his quotes indicate that his views are indeed in agreement with the mujahideen of today.

It is evident that one of the most important disagreements amongst many modern Islamic scholars regarding jihad is on definition of enemies who have to be fought. Scholars agree that all hostile polytheists should be fought. However, there are some who reject jihad against rulers who hold secular law as superior to Allah's Shari’a. Some sets among the Sufis are against waging jihad on the Shias, considering them to be fellow Muslims20. It is part of the reasons that the Global Jihad Movement is rebuked by some scholars. However, the mujahideen’s views are consistent with that of most of the earlier major scholars who agree that Muslims should only live under the rule of a single Caliphate and the Shari’a. Many early scholars (see quotes21) also consider the Shias to either be deviant, liars22 or disbelievers. Based on historical facts, Muslims are also allowed for offensive jihad to expand its territory as evident in their conquest of al-Shaam and Persia which were under the rule of the Roman and Persian empires respectively under the first and second Caliphate, Abu Bakar and Umar al-Khattab. There were also expansionist expeditions during latter times and during the time of the Prophet. These examples are the main reference to the legality of offensive jihad in Islam. Nonetheless, on defending the lands of the Muslim when attacked by non-Muslim nations, the scholars of Islam have a consensus that jihad becomes obligatory. The words of the most celebrated mujahid scholar of this age, Abdullah Yusuf Azzam put the religious edict on defensive jihad in perspective:

If the kuffar (disbelievers/non-Muslims) approach an inch, an inch towards the lands of the Muslims, jihad becomes an obligation on every Muslim. Such that a woman goes out without asking her husband or guardian, and slave without asking his master and the indebted without asking his loaner, and the son without asking his parent. But if they are too few in number, or are defeated, then the obligation expands to those who are closest to them, and on and on, until the obligation envelopes the entire earth.”

A recent study by Ahmed Mohsen Al-Dawoody (2009) concluded that jihad in the sense of international armed struggle, as the term is currently used, is a defensive war justified in cases of aggression on the Muslim nation and fitna23, i.e., the persecution of Muslims. It also concludes that the core justification in Islamic law for the use of force in domestic armed conflicts, and which may give an indication to future conflicts in the Muslim world, is the violations of the rules of the Shari’a. The study also stressed that the Islamic law of war as maintained by the majority of mainstream Muslims scholars has great potential for contributing to international peace and security in the modern world, particularly with regard to the humanization of armed conflicts and the peaceful resolution of internal conflicts. Thus, besides knowing the definition of enemy and when jihad should be waged, it is equally vital to understand the laws of war in Islam to repulse the “Islam equals terrorism” allegations. An important fact regarding Islamic Legislation (Shari’a) is that it is derived primarily from the Qur’an and the Sunnah. In the absence of explanations on certain matters in the two sources, the scholars refer to Ijma’24 and Qias25 to legislate on them. Any other source of law is invalid in the Shari’a. With regard to jihad, there are a number of general laws guiding all actions of the mujahideen.

Al-Hilali and Khan in ‘Interpretation of the Meaning of the Holy Quran’ (pp. 1043-1064) summarised the Islamic code of conduct in war as the following:

  1. No killing of women, children, and innocents - these might include hermits, monks, or other religious leaders who were deemed non-combatants;

  2. No wanton killing of livestock and animals;

  3. No burning or destruction of trees and orchards; and,

  4. No destruction of wells.

Amongst the Muslim scholars today, there are those who equates the mujahideen and Khawaarij. It is a derogatory label which refers to a group amongst the Muslims who thinks that they are on the truth while those against them are not and who revolt against a ruler. Abu Hamza (2000) explained the concept very clearly in his book ‘Khawarij and Jihad’. The term is an offensive and sensitive one for Muslims due to the history regarding this group and the words of the Prophet regarding them26. Below are some facts regarding the confusion on this matter according to Abu Hamza:

  1. Many people confuse the Khawaarij with the Mujahideen .

  2. One must know the difference between the facts that the Mujahideen sometimes become Khawaarij, as well as the Khawaarij go to the Mujahideen at times.

  3. It is difficult to judge who is who when there is no implementation of Shari`a. When people fight the tyrants, some are Mujahideen but others may be Khawaarij disguised as Mujahideen.

  4. Khawaarij are the enemies of Islam and the present rulers are the enemies of Allah

  5. One should know the distinction between (a) those who are Takfiri who don’t fight and (b) Khawaarij that kill for belief. The first have the problem in the mind and the second have the problem that is in the sword.

  6. The Khawaarij did not want to intentionally do evil. The rulers do evil and insist on doing evil.

  7. Khawaarij aren’t the worst but the first of the bid`ii27 groups.

Abu Hamza further explained certain seven features describing the Khawaarij:

  1. Muslims are pronounced kuffar for sins that do not eject from the religion (i.e. drinking alcohol, fornication, etc). The evidence is that a prominent sahaabi28, `Abdullah ibn `Umar , described them in these words,

They are the worst of Allah’s creatures and these people took some verses that had been revealed concerning the kuffar (unbelievers) and interpreted them as describing the mu’minun (believers)”.

  1. They are willing to slay Muslims because of their beliefs, yet they are not willing to fight Jews and Christians but they will fight the Ummah. The evidence is the statement of the Prophet , ‘They will kill the Muslims and leave the pagans. If I were to be present when they appear, I would kill them as the killing of the nation of `Ad.’

  2. They resist and go out against the legitimate rulers without cause and try to remove them. The evidence is their ancestor, `Abdullah ibn Dhil Khawaisara’s29 statement to the Prophet , ‘O Messenger of Allah! Fear Allah!’

  3. When they differ with a Muslim, they call the person a kaafir30.

  4. They are rude, arrogant and their knowledge is only surface knowledge.

  5. They fight Muslims who differ with them the same way as Ahl us-Sunna walJama`ah (Sunni) fight the Kuffar. The Khawaarij confiscate the belongings, ambush them, and kill them if they flee the battlefield and take their women and children as booty if they are able.

  6. They usually give their groups a name to distinguish themselves from other Muslims in their times. Evidences for this are the Khawaarij groups such as al-Mukaffira, Jama`at ut-Takfir wal Hijrah, Jama`at al Muslimin and Ahl ut-Tawhid. These names mean to them that they are the guardians or the only legitimate group upholding the Sunnah. This is also a subtle way that they use to accuse other people of not having faith.

Of these the Khawaarij groups, there is another faction known as the Khawaarij Murji’a31, which may sound contradictory in title, but is actually a problem prevalent in the Ummah. This is an old problem that many Muslims are not aware of. The Khawaarij Murji’a are a group of people that declare those they disagree with to be kaafir or bid`ii. They curse their opposition in addition to denying the Haakimiyyah (Law giving and Legislative right) of Allah. Those having the ideas and characteristics of the Khawaarij Murji’a are in the majority among the modern movements, both amongst some Sufi sects and its opposite, the Salafis (i.e. one of its offshoot, Madkhalism32). This group’s view is opposed to that of the mujahideen. Predictably, this group of scholars are those who occupy positions in governments or in positions to benefit from being affiliated with authorities.

Knowing the definition of Khawaarij, the researcher concludes that there are chances that there are Khawaarij within the ranks of the mujahideen operating under the auspices of the Global Jihad Movement. It is therefore crucial for Muslims to understand the term and be able to differentiate them from the mujahideen. Another reason is for the Muslims not to be misled by the erroneous judgment of some scholars who wrongly accuse the mujahideen as Khawaarij. These are two different sets of people. The mujahideen are revered while the Khawaarij are cursed in Islam. For the mujahideen to be well-regarded, it is important that they understand and adhere to Islamic laws in jihad. However, the influence of media of the establishment has made it very challenging for the Global Jihad Movement to improve their image. Nonetheless, the support for them is seemingly on the rise against all the odds and their ranks are swelling by the day. It is in part due to the actions of their enemies who have explicitly committed injustice towards Muslims. The researcher must concede that the study has only explained the topic of jihad in brief for the sake of simplicity. There is a host of references which discusses this subject in detail by both modern and past scholars should one wish to have a thorough understanding.

3.0 Geopolitics of States and Insurgency Movements

In this section, the study presents some theoretical perspectives on geopolitics to provide some clues on how geographic factors determine the course of actions of states and insurgency movements.

3.1 State Geopolitics

Geopolitics can be simply defined as the politics of geography. More precisely, geopolitics is concerned with the study of the political and strategic relevance of geography in the pursuit of international power. Therefore, it is most closely related to strategic geography, which is concerned with the control of, or access to, spatial areas that have an impact on the security and prosperity of nations. Nicholas J. Spykman (1944) argued that “geography is the most fundamental factor in foreign policy because it is the most permanent”.

In classical geopolitics, there are two contrasting theories regarding the superiority of significance between controlling the seas and the continents. On one side there were theoreticians who advocate naval power and the others emphasised the importance of gaining significant control of the continental lands. Halford John Mackinder (1919) in his work Democratic Ideals and Reality (p. 106) in a very concise manner expressed his theory:

"Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland; who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island; who rules the World-Island controls the world."

Sir Walter Raleigh (1554-1618), an English aristocrat, writer, poet, soldier, courtier, spy, and explorer, wrote an influential verse in as compiled in “A Discourse of the Invention of Ships, Anchors, Compass, &c., The Works of Sir Walter Raleigh” (vol. 8, p. 325):

For whosoever commands the sea commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself.”  

This quote is still very much influential in maritime and naval studies. The theories of both Mackinder and Raleigh, though the two lived in two different eras and despite the obvious contradiction, are very useful in today’s study of geopolitics. However, it must be noted that due to the vast changes in power relations, technologies, economic and military strength, and the interdependency between the land, naval and aerial military capabilities, depending on either one theory is rather naive. The geopolitics of the world has changed vastly except for land-locked countries which have to rely on land military alone. It is also imperative that one understand that geography is not the only determinant in international relations.

The geopolitical perspective in international relations has given rise to concepts like spatial ‘pivotal binaries33’. This concept is a good depiction of the Middle East politics where a central power i.e. US is the pivot around which the countries in the region (the binaries) base their policies on. Within the region itself, there is no regional pivot. Nonetheless, there is a Shia pivot in Iran which a central power in the Shia axis which include Lebanon, Syria and the current Iraq government. However, it is not an entirely accurate concept describing Middle East geopolitics. The emergence of Turkey, the change of political facet of Egypt, the new-found assertive policy of Russia in the region, and the fledgling democracies resulting from the Arab Spring means that there can be changes in the power relations in the region. The US’ role as the pivot in the foreign policy making of countries in the region can wane and the ‘binaries’ may decide to move independently and solitarily realising that the US has become less inclined to intervene directly due to their experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Syrian case is a clear indication that the US has unwillingly chosen to allow other players to play the main role and is unwilling to intervene unilaterally.

The geopolitical categories described in classical geopolitics have a considerable influence on how actors in international politics look at the world and suggest strategic steps to enhance state power. Inter-relating concepts like East and West, ‘sea power34’ and ‘land power35’, ‘maritime’ and ‘continental,’ ‘heartland36’ and ‘rimland37,’ and ‘core areas38’ and peripheral ‘shatterbelts39’ are the mental maps shaping a country’s ‘strategic culture’ (Patrick O’Sullivan, 1986). This ‘strategic culture’ then influence a country’s foreign policy especially concerning security issues. Approaches to international politics are manifested differently by different countries; sea powers envision their security differently than land powers. “Distinctive political culture, which substantially determines national style in foreign and military affairs, is the product of a distinctive national historical experience - and that distinctive historical experience reflects no less distinctive a blend of national geographical conditions”, said Colin Gray (1977). It must be clear, however, that geopolitics describes the nexus of a number geographic factors rather than simply the factor of location. Variables like relative power, including economic power; and significant advancement in military technology, these geopolitical categories tend to be dynamic, not static. Therefore, despite the static nature on location and availability of natural resources, changes in other factors can result in modified circumstances arising from changes in relative power among states, including economic development, or technology. Even so, while technological advances can alter, they do not undo the importance of the geographic determinants of policy and strategy. The same is true of economic development. The infusion of capital may modify but not negate the importance of a particular geographic space. However, as the world progress and times change, in this globalized world, strategy is developed and implemented in real time and space and states consciously adapt their strategies to geopolitical realities (Jakub J. Grygiel, 2006).

In this transitional period for the Middle East, the regional geopolitics is shifting after the conclusion of uprisings in some countries and the Syrian crisis offers a possible dramatic change depending on the outcome. This explains the substantial attention it receives from major regional players as well as the western and eastern powers. A ‘real’ change in the event of the victory for the mujahideen will definitely threaten the regional establishments and will most probably upset regional stability; a prospect that no regional or world powers view with enthusiasm. The researcher chooses the word ‘real’ because if other actors assume power or the status quo is maintained, the changes that follow are of little influence to the region. Syrian revolution is on another page altogether compared to uprisings in other countries in the Arab Spring due to the immense influence of religion motivating the rebelling masses in addition to the common denominator of freedom from a tyrannical despot. For some time, it has been a cold war between Iran and the entire Sunni Arab bloc. A full-scale Sunni-Shia war has now brought this religious crisis to a whole new level and now that the hardliner mujahideen are in control of many parts of Syria, Middle East geopolitics is most probably taking its most significant turn in its recent history.



3.2 The Geopolitics of Insurgency: Sanctuary

The end of the cold war between the US and the Soviet Union led many to argue that it was an absolute ideological victory for liberal democracy and capitalism against what they view as its ‘last’ ideological rival, communism. The great acceptance of liberal democracy across the globe is a testament to this view. The corollary to the universal triumph of liberal democracy was ‘globalization’ - the dynamic, worldwide process of capitalistic economic integration and the irresistible expansion of global capitalist markets. Advocates of globalization concluded with poise that interdependence and cooperation had replaced competition in international affairs and that the result would be more or less spontaneous peace and prosperity. ‘Global interdependence’ advanced the idea that the pursuit of power in its geographic setting had been replaced by liberal economic cooperation. For some time, this argument was proven quite true until some ‘radical’ Muslims decide to challenge the status quo and made use of (while at the same time oppose) ‘globalisation’ to push ahead their Islamist agenda. This revolutionary movement is the Global Jihad Movement, a movement alleged to be founded by Usamah bin Laden, a by-product of US Cold War policies against Russia in the late 1990s who then developed a supra – national mujahideen network which used the expertise once taught by the US and its allies against its former teachers they never had any regard for.

It was argued by many proponents that the process of globalisation was autonomous and self-regulating but in truth, the consequence has not always served the interests of the establishment40. The 9/11 event raise doubts about the assumption that globalisation was an unambiguously beneficial phenomenon for liberal democrats. The event expose the ‘dark underbelly’ of globalization, in the words of some commentators, represented by such enemies of Western liberalism as al-Qaeda and its chief ideologue, Usamah bin Laden, who along with other proponents of jihad are labelled as terrorists and extremists. Thomas Barnett (2003) offered a ground-breaking rationalisation of the link between globalisation and terrorism, contending a perspective on the emerging geopolitical reality. He argued that the world’s most important ‘fault line’ was not between the rich and the poor but between those who accept modernity and those who reject it. Barnett coined the term ‘Functioning Core41’ and the ‘Non-Integrating Gap42’ to explain his theory. He supported the idea that the necessary (but not sufficient) cause of prosperity is security. In other words, his argument was that the expansion of a ‘liberal world order ‘(which he referred to as globalization) is not automatic, rather it must be guaranteed by a power or powers willing to provide the public good of security. In summary, he offers the outline of a geopolitical rationale for a grand strategy to counter the new terrorism, a view that explains the US-led ‘war on terror’.

According to Barnett, the dominant rule set during the 1990s was a continuation of the cold war rule set, stressing arms control, deterrence, and the management of globalization and the dream was to create a world of ‘perpetual peace’ among democratic states. But this rule set left much of the Gap -the ‘disconnected’ regions of the world - void of security and order. He argued that educated elites such as Usamah bin Laden desired to keep their regions disconnected from the grasp of globalisation and the American ‘empire43’, and thus from the Gap, he struck directly at the Core (the 9/11 attacks) as a revenge of the ‘lesser includeds’. For Barnett, the key to future global security and prosperity is for the Core to ‘shrink’ the Gap. Managing the Gap through a policy of containment is insufficient, he stressed, as such an approach further reduces what little connectivity the Gap has with the Core and renders it more dangerous to the Core in the long term. Therefore, the Core must export security into the Gap, providing the stability necessary for the regions within to achieve ‘connectivity’ with the rest of the world and thereby position themselves to benefit from globalisation. Otherwise, the Gap will continue to export terrorism to the Core, its most violent feedback to the Core, to create a ‘systems perturbation’ in the Core to take the Islamic world ‘off-line’ from globalisation and return it to what Barnett perceive as “some seventh-century definition of the good life”. For Barnett, the proper strategic response to 9/11 is to create a countervailing systems perturbation in the Gap - which is exactly what the Bush administration did by striking Afghanistan and Iraq and consequently destroying the sanctuary of insurgent movements against America in the Gap. His theory sufficiently explains the actions of the establishment but not accurately that of the revolutionary Global Jihad Movement.

The 2012 Global Terrorism Index report44 offers an alternative viewpoint on the cause for the increasing number of operating and aspiring mujahideen across the globe. The report asserts that it is not poverty that causes the world public to become radical, but there is an ideological impulse that triggers rapid growth of fundamentalist Islamic movements. Islamic Fundamentalist movements that developed monumentally was prompted by the 11/9 2001 attack. The reactions by the US that followed further arouse the sentiment. Therefore, the strategy of exporting liberal democracy is not the solution to the insurgency or terrorism. Even the injection of wealth may not solve the problem. Modernity itself is not rejected but an Islamic perspective of modernity is demanded. The idea that the US should “shrink the Gap” only leads to further anti-West sentiments in the Muslim world; not just in the “peripheral states” full of economically non-affluent Muslim masses but also amongst those who are economically well-off. Barnett’s theory and its application by the West have initiated a perpetual state of enmity and war between the Fundamental Islamists and the establishment. The stubbornness of the US in pursuing its geostrategic and economic interests in Muslim lands will give rise to more violence and provides legitimacy to the ideologies of the Global Jihad Movement. Therefore, the internet, a product cum catalyst of globalisation, has helped spread liberal ideas as well as socialism, but at the same time it has been effectively used by mujahideen to spread fundamentalist ideas. The present clash between the West and Islam should be more appropriately described as ‘a clash of ideas’ or ‘a war of ideologies’ with the internet as a ‘virtual sanctuary’ for the mujahideen as well as its most potent weapon.

The view that the Gap provides sanctuaries for insurgency groups may prove accurate except for the motivation behind the willingness to act in such a way. It is not economy or rejection of modernity that move them to sympathise with the mujahideen. The element holding the Gap and the insurgency movements together is almost exclusively ideological. There can also be the factor of ethnicity which is a very important denominator in the community relations in developing and poor countries. Still, religion and common discontentment towards western foreign policy towards Muslims are the most significant factors.

Insurgency groups have been able to find sanctuary in cyberspace (Arnaud de Borchgrave, 2007) which is similar in nature to sanctuary provided by an ethnic diasporas. The mujahideen are able to use the Internet to spread their ideology, to raise money, to gain recruits, and to signal operatives. Contrary to a popular belief, Usamah bin Laden’s al Qaeda is not a rigidly hierarchical organization, rather it is a network of like-minded Muslim fundamentalists with the operating mujahideen as the ‘spear carriers’. Its expansion no longer depends on bin Laden and his successor, Ayman al-Zawahri. The Internet, with more than 1 billion people on line, and supposed to have doubled to 2 billion by 2010, does that job for them automatically. This is helped by the rise to prominence of some influential ideologues who speak other languages in addition to Arabic like the late Anwar al-Awlaqi, the Yemeni-born preacher killed by American drone assault in September 2011. Through the internet, which is not completely controllable, videos, texts, discussions and news are disseminated to a legion of Muslims disgruntled with the establishment’s aggression towards many of their fellow Muslims and the disillusionment with their leaders who are incapable of changing the condition. The frustration brings about the desire for radical changes and revolution. The Global Jihad Movement offers just that and slowly, the frustrated Muslim youths endear themselves to the cause of jihad and become passive supporters of the revolutionary mujahideen in the hope that Islam and Muslims shall rise again through the Caliphate and the Shari’a. As they are fed with more of this ‘radical’ ideas and as more Muslim lands are thrown into chaos and insecurity by enemies of Islam, these passive supporters may easily choose to become active.

To summarise, while states are still dependent on physical territorial geopolitics in addition to other geopolitical factors in deciding their foreign policies, the insurgency groups have relied mostly on virtual sanctuaries and remote areas with a populace sympathetic to their cause with geography being of less importance to their survival. Nonetheless, territorial control is still an important consideration for insurgency movements like the Global Jihad spearheaded by al-Qaeda although they are aware that gaining considerable military and economic might in addition to local support are more urgent. In ‘Letters from Abbottabad: Bin Ladin Sidelined?’ (2012), it was suggested that bin Laden once rejected a proposal by al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), an al-Qaeda franchise in Yemen to proclaim an Islamic state in the region of Abyan in South Yemen after the organisation managed to gain control of the territory. If the letters were indeed genuine, then it indicate that bin Laden was at the time not confident of AQAP’s ability to repulse American attacks and defend its proposed Islamic Emirate. The leadership in al-Qaeda seemed to be more concerned about strengthening themselves and staying as an insurgency movement before deciding to proclaim control of a land. This is possibly due to the memory of the swift removal of the Taliban government in Afghanistan by US troops in 2001. Nonetheless, as an insurgency movement focusing on guerrilla tactics, the Global Jihad Movement which may include the Taliban has flourished and the West, Russia and their respective allies have never been able to completely defeat them despite incurring huge losses in military personnel, economy and prestige. In the Caucasus, for example, Russia has been humiliated with numerous reversals in its operations against the Chechen mujahideen for more than a decade.

The Global Jihad Movement is not a spontaneous movement with no plan or strategy. Their general strategy45 (as published by London based Al-Quds Al-Arabi newspaper on March 11, 2005) suggests that they have a clear goal, methodologies and consciousness of politics, economics and military as well as a good understanding of geopolitics of insurgency. The movement has evolved greatly thanks to globalisation and comparing the world events and the aforementioned strategies, it seems that the movement is on the right track.

Since the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon which was allegedly carried out by the militant group al-Qaeda led by the now deceased Usamah bin Laden, Muslims have been subjugated to various discriminations. The reaction by the US was to invade Afghanistan in search of the group. Subsequently, it invaded Iraq under the pretext of looking for weapons of mass destruction (WMD) which was never found. The anti-western sentiments have soared ever since and since secular governments have seemingly unable to react to the actions of the western powers, the call for Islam intensified and the long-curtailed Islamic organizations especially the fundamentalists found a fresh momentum to push ahead their agenda. Michael F. Scheuer, a former CIA intelligence officer, challenges the common assumption that terrorism is the threat that the United States is facing in the modern era, arguing rather that Islamist insurgency (and not ‘terrorism’) is the core of the conflict between the U.S. and Islamist forces, who in places such as Kashmir, Xinjiang, and Chechnya are "struggling not just for independence but against institutionalized barbarism”.46

It helps to understand the worldview of the fundamentalist Muslims to understand the motivation and the path they choose to take. The fundamentalists demand for the strict adherence to the fundamentals of Islam and the main references in Islam which are the Qur’an and the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad (sunnah) as well as the goals to implement the Syaria47 in all Muslim lands. They have been targeted and labelled as terrorists and extremists by many western scholars and media. A senior political analyst, Cheryl Bernard48, in her book categorised Muslims into 4 typologies: Fundamentalists, Traditionalists, Modernists and Secularists. She regarded the fundamentalists as the most challenging group for the west, while the Traditionalists are considered as a mild threat. The Modernists and Secularists are their ‘friendly Muslim’ allies. The fundamentalists denounce any man-made ideology and system (this includes secularism, capitalism, liberalism, democracy and also communism). Such stands have led to much criticism from many sections of the western world and even the secularist Muslims. Nonetheless, this firm stand has earned them a very strong reputation among the adhering Muslims. The victory of Islamist groups like the Taliban, al-Qaeda and Hezb-i-Islami in Afghanistan against Soviet invaders and later their ability to hold their ground against the military forces of NATO and the US further improve their credentials. The news and videos of ‘war crimes’ committed by US armed forces and its allied troops in Iraq as well as Afghanistan lead to many to change their perception on the ‘war on terror’, viewing it as a ‘war on Muslims’ instead.

Organizations like al-Qaeda have a broad international support base who sympathises with their cause and who is against the policies of the west towards Muslim countries. Their leaders like the late Osama49 and Ayman al-Zawahiri50 in their interviews clearly stated their ultimate goal i.e. to drive out foreign troops from the Muslim lands and to remove totalitarian regimes from power and replace them with Islamic emirates culminating with the reinstatement of the caliphate. The group allegedly have many affiliates in several countries in Asia, Africa and the Middle East. This makes al-Qaeda as the most influential fundamental Islamist militia front. Some other globally known groups like the Muslim Brotherhood are more civil in their approaches despite their strong public stance towards Islamic fundamentalism. Nevertheless, many young Muslims are getting disillusioned with these political Islamist groups which have softened their stand regarding the implementation of the Shari’a to appease the secularists and the non-Muslims. They consequently see the mujahideen as the only group who are clear in their methods and firm in their stands.

Victory in this ideological front is critical for all the sides vying to gain the support of the Muslim masses that total about 2.1 billion and is currently growing at a rate greater than any other religion due to high birth and conversion rates. At the moment, despite the efforts by the West to defame the fundamentalists and the support they offer to the forms of Islam in opposition to them, the number of its followers is increasing. Various atrocities against Muslims by non-Muslims of different creeds in various parts of the world have really led many Muslims to question the capability and reliability of existing leaders of Muslim countries and the viability of this system of nation states with separate interests and agenda instead of an Islamic Caliphate that cater for the needs of welfare of all Muslims. Russia has never hidden their atrocities against the Muslim population in the Caucasus. The ongoing ethnic cleansing in Burma of the Muslim Rohingya ethnic further provides the fundamentalists the evidence that the disbelievers (non-Muslims) will never be pleased with practicing Muslims and that their path is the correct path of Islam. For them, the Caliphate and the Shari’a is the only solution to the current ‘humiliation’ endured by Muslims. It is a worldview that seeks to change the entire establishment and is logically viewed as a major threat to the West and all the powers across the globe. Therefore, the ‘terrorist’ label, in the view of the researcher, is purely political and has no ‘moral justification’; it is merely a part of a grand strategy against Muslims. By describing the fundamentalists as terrorists, the establishment seeks to gain the moral high ground and the prerogative to act as it pleases. Cheryl Bernard (2004), in a detailed manner, explained the strategies to vilify the mujahideen. She clearly wrote that this ‘war on terror’ is dominated by the ‘battle for the hearts and minds’, and she espoused further that to undermine the influence of the fundamentalists, a massive propaganda effort must be carried out to antagonise the mujahideen and promote ‘moderate Islam’, a western-endorsed version of Islam which rejects the Shari’a. Governments of Muslim countries today are championing thing new brand of Islam without understanding the virtues of the Shari’a itself. Thus, with regard to Muslim rulers, the West have indeed won its battle but the ‘hearts and minds’ of Muslim masses are yet to be won. There exist passive supporters of fundamentalism or ‘radicalism’, as Bernard termed it, who can turn active should the West and its proxies in the Muslim world continue their military adventures and economic exploitations of Muslim lands.

The war in Syria has already opened so many eyes on the intention and attitude of the West and can possibly galvanize the image of the mujahideen. The US attempted to discredit mujahideen groups like Jubhat al-Nusra, branding it as a terrorist organisation, but the FSA commanders, protesters and the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood sent a united message condemning the announcement and made public their backing of the mujahideen51. Syria, alongside Iran, is presented as an enemy of Western interests; as a country that cannot be trusted, and from which the worst is to be expected. This is what many perceive of the relation between the two. But when Syrians began to take to the streets, and when civilians were dying in their hundreds at the hands of the regime military and the Shabiha52, it took the American administration and European governments more than eight months to change their tune - and their Syria policies. Quite apparently and sadly, the valour and the resolve of the Syrian population did not reflect Western plans and interests in the region. For more than eight months, the United States and Europe did little more than call upon Bashar al-Assad to undertake ‘democratic’ reforms. It is clear that they are looking for reliable interlocutors amongst the opposition to assert their influence and when the regime falls, replace it with a ‘democratic’ regime friendly to western interests. Displaying the SNC as protagonist has not worked thus far, and the West seems unwilling to replay the Libyan scenario despite Russia’s evident strategic offensive as well as Iranian and Hezbollah militia presence to help the regime. These have all contributed to stronger support for fundamentalists as apparent with the influx of foreign mujahideen into the friendly acceptance of the Syrian Sunni protesters and the support and allegiance given to Jubhat al-Nusra by a number of FSA brigades. It seems the West is refusing to accept that the war in Syria is indeed a religious war and the current Sunni-Shia war can expand to include the communists and western liberalists if the West and Russia send their armies into Syria. The West, China and Russia appear to have agreed in the short term to disagree, a cynicism the Syrians will pay for with their lives. The international response to the vivid brutality of the Syrian regime, as Robert Fisk (2012) who sharply criticised the “mendacity” and “utter lies” of both the western and eastern politicians and public opinion described, is akin to “a vicious pantomime more worthy of Swiftian satire than Tolstoy or Shakespeare”. Clearly, none of the regional players or the world powers cares for the lives of the Syrians. It is a war of hypocrisy and as Fisk’s emotional but precise assessment of the war, perhaps there has never been a Middle Eastern war “of such cowardice and such mean morality, of such false rhetoric and such public humiliation”. Judging from the intensity of the war and the palpable sentiment of hatred and determination not to lose, as it stands, no viable alternative exists, no other solution except that imposed by force of arms. And from a protest video in Syria, it seems that the Syrian people have actually decoded this political gimmick of these foreign entities53. None of them are to be entrusted with the fate of Syrians. The call on the ground is only for capable Muslims to join the jihad and the ultimate goal is only the Caliphate. This is conceivably the worry of the ‘international community’. Alas, the ‘battle for the hearts and minds’ of the adhering Muslims may be lost on the Syrian front for the West.



4.0 Regional Sunni-Shia Rivalry
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The politics of Middle East is volatile and while the regimes are not outwardly religious, religion is definitely a denominator in foreign policy calculations. It is a region that is deeply destabilized and sharply divided on many fronts: politically, the tension between secularists and Islamists remains high; divisions among the Sunnis themselves are tangible (Salafi literalists, reformists, Salafi jihadis, etc.) and the fracture between Sunni and Shia has emerged as one of the key factors in the volatile Middle-eastern equation. The Middle East is a Muslim dominated region with the Sunnis being the majority and the Shias the minority. However, despite the numerical disadvantage of the Shias, they are comparable in capabilities (or possibly even stronger) with the Sunnis. They are currently in control of Iran and Iraq. The incumbent regime in Syria is Shia-dominated and in Lebanon, Shia organisation Hezbollah is politically and militarily very dominant. The Sunnis are politically dominant in other countries but none seems confident of engaging Iran and its proxies. They are therefore very dependent on western support that sees the Shias as allies to traditional rival, Russia. However, to state that the Shias in general and Iran in particular are outright enemies of the west is quite inaccurate. The infamous Iran-Contra affair54 served an example on the clandestine relations between the US and Iran. Until the scandal became known to the public, many would just believe the rhetorical confrontations between the two. The fact is that both Iran and the US share the need to be viewed as enemies. Iran has covertly assisted the US in its invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq55 and in spite of the public spat between leaders and officials of both countries especially on the nuclear issue, except for the ineffective partial sanctions, the US and the UN does not seem serious about a military action. Therefore, a relationship of convenience would better explain the relations between Iran (and Shia) and the US. They are rhetorically at odds and most likely have their differences but are comfortable to work each other to face a common enemy who are, at the moment, the Sunni fundamentalists. Nonetheless, it is not in the best interest of the US for Iran to be too strong to be controllable or too weak to be publicized as a threat.

The Sunni governments in the region, meanwhile, are absolute allies of the west and are hostile towards Russia. They are not friendly with the Shias but at the same time are also assisting the West against the fundamentalists who are seen as threats to their rules. The fundamentalists are dismissed as extremists and terrorists and they are reportedly being persecuted by the Sunni regimes as part of their compliance to the ‘war on terror’.56 The fact that the mujahideens are wishing for the reinstatement of the Caliphate is a credible explanation to the harsh treatments they receive from authorities in the region since the rebirth of the Caliphate means the unification of all Muslim lands under one rule and thus leave no place for the current kings of Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, United Arab Emirates and Oman as well as presidents of all the Muslims countries. The regimes in other Muslim countries will lose their power as the Emir or ruler of the caliphate in Islam can only be one. The mujahideen are also adamant that all Muslim lands be ruled based on the Sharia, a goal not welcomed by the existing regimes. These are the main reasons why the Sunni governments are actively fighting the mujahideens and they have resorted to economic incentives57, promises for political reforms and at times violence to silence dissidents and quell opposition to their rule and to prevent fundamentalist ideologies from spreading in their countries.

Additionally, within both the Sunni and Shia communities, there are different schools of thoughts which led various worldviews between them. The Shias, while divided into several sects like the Twelvers58, Nusairi 59and Zaidiah60 (there are other less known sects that are not significant enough), are united and look up to Iran as a reference point in terms of achievements against the Sunnis. The Sunnis, on the other hand, are a lot less united. Most Sufi sects are very mythical and there are some which are strict in their adherence to the main references in Islamic teachings which are the Qur’an and the Sunnah61. The Salafis are against the teachings of the Sufi sects which are considered to have deviated from the original path of Islam through the introductions of new practices which were absent during the time of the Prophet Muhammad, his companions and the two generations that succeed them. The differences have over the years widened the gap between these two general groups of Sunnis. Some of the Sufis still regard Shiism as a branch of Islam while the Salafis reject them outright. Therefore, some of the Sufis are against the killing of Shias while the Salafis consider them to be pagans and thus denouncing the Shias to be even worse than the Jews and Christians. Furthermore, as explained earlier, the Salafis have their own internal differences: there are those who are against rebelling against a ruling regime, while others are open to rebelling against a ruler not ruling based on the Sharia. However, they both regard Shias as non-Muslims. The various schools of thoughts all claim to be the true version of Islam and all of them have significant number of followers. This division has been well recognised by western think tanks who scheme to further divide them and thus prevent the formation of a united Muslim front which can threaten western hegemony in the Muslim world. Secularism and other ideologies like liberalism, capitalism and democracy has been exported to Muslim countries and has generated a new generation which has adopted western values and cultures. This new form of Islam (the liberal Muslims, the secular Muslims etc.) has led to further division amongst the Muslims. It is still unclear which Sunni school of thought is more dominant in the region and the western influence has given rise to the so-called ‘moderate Muslims’, a term never existed before the ‘war on terror’. With Muslims given negative reputation in the media across the globe, some Muslims seem to believe that they have to change the opinion of others regarding their religion and swiftly the west has managed to accomplish another milestone in creating a modified version of Islam suiting their acceptance. Many western educated Muslims are now promoting such new interpretations of the religion. The advent of alternative media and social network helps this distorted version of Islam to be more popular. Many young Muslims in the Middle East are already drawn towards this ‘modern Islam’. This is great achievement for the West in this new ideological war which is arguably more strenuous than the previous ‘capitalism vs. communism’ war of ideology. Communism is effectively defeated (despite some remnants of its adherents still attempting to spread the idea) and now Fundamentalist Islamism is the main ‘antagonist’ for the West. Slowly, the fundamentalists – mind that this does not only compose of Salafis – are getting isolated in their struggle but still their followers and supporters are growing in number.

With regard to the Shias, despite their various interpretations, are united. It gives them a significant advantage in facing the divided front of Sunnis. The Shias have been known to be totally against the Sunnis, considering them to be their foremost enemies, exceeding even the Jews in importance. The enmity is a continuity of a millennium-long history of hatred and bloodshed between these two sects which began during the rule of Ali bin Abi Thalib, the fourth Caliph of Islam. Ali bin Abi Thalib is the main figure in Shiism, with some even regarding him as God and the Shias, with the exception of the Zaidis, all reject other companions of Prophet Muhammad as disbelievers and usurpers. This is the issue which angers the Sunnis the most in addition to a host of Shia practices they reject as deviations. The Shias in return declare the Sunnis as disbelievers and thus the enmity enflames. The differences between the Sunnis and the Shias are too wide in most religious aspects that it is difficult to argue that they are of one religion. These differences led to differing worldview and as a consequence, the fiery political rivalry.

The study argues that the Syrian war is the stage of the Sunni-Shia war of this modern age. While many western observers try to describe this uprising to be one for freedom, the reality suggest otherwise. The numerous protest videos on the internet testify the validity of this claim. One an easily find Syrian protest videos condemning the Shia, the Arab League, the West and Russia on Youtube or any other video websites. Videos demanding for the Shari’a are also abundant. This is the sentiment on the ground amongst the Syrian Sunnis. The regime, a Baath or nationalist one, is dominated by the Nusayri Shias who through decades of favouritism policies, have earned the undivided loyalty of the Shias. The opposition to the regime is almost exclusively Sunnis while the entire Shia community in the country is backing al-Assad. Expectedly, the mostly-nationalist Kurds are not taking sides, minding only their nationalist interests shared with Kurds in Turkey and Iraq and the Christians have been very silent. There was a report claiming that the Syrian Christians have formed a battalion to assist the Sunni rebels62 but this report cannot be confirmed as there are also those amongst them who are actively assisting the regime. The religious factor is indeed dominant in this war and the sentiment is too obvious and strong to be denied. It is in fact a continuation of the long standing enmity between the Sunnis and the Shia. It shows as Shia regimes and organisations are backing Bashar al-Assad while the Sunnis are supporting the Sunni rebels. Prior to this war, many Sunnis view Iran as a great Islamic country, the only one that had the courage to defy the West. However, since their open support for the regime which had killed thousands and the circulation of videos and testimonies regarding the evil deeds of Nusayri (Alawite) soldiers towards the Sunni Muslims, many are now viewing Iran and the Shias with sceptic. The conflict has also resulted in many Sunni scholars and preachers travelling across the globe to inform the Muslim masses regarding the differences between the Sunnis and the Shias. In short, it has reignited the sectarian hatred which has been forgotten by many Sunnis who has until then viewed the Shias as fellow Muslims and thus strengthening the case of the fundamentalists.

Without doubt, it is religion that is central in Syria today. The uprisings in other Arab countries inspire the Sunnis to revolt to bring an end to decades-long repression by the Shia regime. The brutality of the Nusayri Shia regime in its effort to devastate the rebellion ignites the sectarian element. The failure of the Sunni rulers in the region to help led to their distrust towards the establishment. The absence of any meaningful help from the UN further frustrates them. The assistance from the Shia Iran and Hezbollah convinced them that all the Shias are their enemies. The western hypocrisy has been deciphered by the Syrian Sunnis who now decline even the UN in addition to their rejection of any western military intervention. The only reliable help they call for and get is from the mujahideen, local and foreign, who help them only in the name of religion and thus underpin the religious element in this war. The ideology of secular-liberal democracy is no longer what the Sunni Syrians seek. This is a beginning of a religious war between them and the Shias and possibly the communist Russians who are helping the Shias. If the West decides to send its forces they will not be welcomed. Even a Turkish military intervention will not receive positive feedback from the public especially if Turkey decides to fight the mujahideen. These are all quite obvious through a sentiment analysis based on protest videos. Syria has become a sanctuary for the mujahideen since the beginning of the war. A victory there will give them a massive geopolitical boost and a sanctuary akin to that in Afghanistan during the rule of the Taliban, albeit the certainty of military actions by all other sides of interest. Nonetheless, for the Syrian Sunnis, this war is indeed a jihad and this view is shared by a large section of the Sunnis in the region and around the world.

5.0 On Syria and Iran: The Sectarian Geostrategic Alliance

Syria is not a country of great economic importance relative to other countries in the region. The only economic significance of Syria is probably the Arab Gas Pipeline which is a natural gas pipeline in the Middle East. It exports Egyptian natural gas to Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, with a branch underwater pipeline to Israel and has a total length of 1,200 kilometres (750 mi) at a cost of US$1.2 billion (Ya Libnan, 2008). Syria is a relatively small oil producer compared to other Middle East producers. In a simple analysis, one would conclude that the only significance of Syria lies in its location. It is an important country bridging the Sunni and Shia side of the region. It also connects Europe and the Middle East through Turkey. Therefore, it can be deduced that the foreign interests relating to the Syrian crisis is almost entirely geopolitical with some sectarian similarity motivating Iran to be directly involved.

The population of Syria is dominated by Sunni Muslims who account for roughly 74 percent while the Shias constitutes 16 percent of the population. The other 10 percent are Christians. In terms of ethnicity, the composition is dominated by Arabs (90 percent) with the Kurds being the largest minority group (9 percent). Other ethnic groups are numerically insignificant. Urban population is quite large in Syria with more than half the populace residing in urban areas. The biggest populations are in the cities of Aleppo, Damascus (the capital) and Homs. Below is the mapping of the Syrian population:
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Image: Ethno-religious mapping of Syria. Source: Abdul Nishapuri (2012)

Hafez al-Assad (the father of current president Bashar) was the first Nusayri president of Syria. In 1973 he amended the constitution and adopted a secular regime and ever since, the influence of Nusayris in the administration of the country increased exponentially63. He appointed his relatives from his own tribe to high ranks in the government and Nusayris took control of important ministries and security apparatuses especially the army and intelligence64. Due to the fact that he was a Shia, to avoid backlash from Sunni regimes dominant in regional politics at the time, he adopted secularism and Arab Nationalism as a core principle to gain friends in the region. At the same time, Hafez also actively sought religious legitimacy to strengthen his hold on the country. Knowing the wide gap between the Nusayri beliefs and those of the Sunnis, he turned his attention to the Twelver Shias who are closer in creed with them and he managed to do so65. However, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood refused to accept living under the rule of the Nusayris who they consider as 'deviant' and then staged a revolt. The Muslim Brotherhood seized the control in Hama, where Sunni population was dominant, in anti-regime demonstrations which grew violent in 1982; and they killed the officials appointed among Nusayri (called Alawites in English literature). The respond by Assad was harsh and disproportionate; he sent 12,000 Nusayri soldiers to the province on February 2, 1982 who massacred as many as 30,000 Sunni Arab civilians (Caroline Akoum, 2012). From then on, out of fear of similar crushing, resistance disappeared and Assad secured his power in the country through a very large intelligence network he established.66

Being a Shia proved to be more fruitful to Hafez as he gained a more reliable friend in the Shia Iran compared to his fellow Arabs amongst the Sunni regional powers. Before the Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1979, Hafez had to cosy up with Arab rulers who were sceptic of him due to his religion. The revolution in Iran marked a defining event in the strengthening of Syria-Iran relations which still continues until today. Hafez al-Assad, despite his brutality in dealing with his domestic opponents, was a subtle politician. He invited Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of the Iranian Revolution, to Damascus when he was exiled from Iraq in 1978. He chose to support the religious opposition against the Shah in Iran. Here, the sectarian sentiment of the Shia became obvious. The Muslim Brotherhood, not knowing the relations already established between Hafez and the revolutionary leaders of Iran, also supported the Iranian Revolution from Syria, hoping for a similar change in Syria and that the current regime would be toppled by the Islamic movement. Unfortunately for them, despite its revolutionary export policy, Iran kept quiet about the Muslim Brotherhood's struggle against the regime in Syria. Then came the Iran-Iraq war in 1980 in which Syria was the only Arab country supporting Iran, a decision appreciated by the newly-founded Islamic Republic. The strategic relations deepened as Iran provided Syria with cheap oil and free oil products. In fact, a powerful Iraq led by Sunnis was a threat for Nusayri-led Syria. The regime even perceived Sunni tribes living on the Syrian borderline of Iraq as a threat due to the fact that opposition only come from the Sunnis who are the majority in the country. The support for Iran in the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq war and then for the US-led coalition invading Iraq in 1991 were meant to reduce the threat posed by this powerful neighbour. 

For Iran, the only Shia regime in the region at the time, the isolation means that the support from Syria was extremely important. Besides being its only ally, Hafez’s regime represent an important link between Iran and Hezbollah in Lebanon to whom Iran was providing with money, arms, military and religious guidance and support. The new Iranian government, which was created after the Iranian revolution, posed a threat to the Arab regimes in the region due to its revolutionary export discourse. In such an atmosphere, Syria became a very important regional ally for the new Iranian government. The fact that the aforesaid two countries needed one another paved the way for a good relationship. The positive Syria-Iran relations was maintained after Hafez’s son, Bashar al-Assad assumed power in 2000.

During the presidency period of Bashar al-Assad, the 'Shiite crescent' discourse, describing the Iran-Syria-Lebanon axis, began to truly influence the Middle East regional politics. It was King Abdullah of Jordan who made famous the line of reasoning in 2004, asserting his concern that Iran strived to create a 'Shiite crescent' by uniting Shiites who live in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and the Gulf countries in the region. There were accusations and complaints from Pakistan and Afghanistan that Iran had also covertly assisted Shia dissidents and militias to destabilise their countries. After the US toppled the Saddam regime in Iraq in 2003 with the help of Iran and Syria among others, the Shia were given control of the country and the worry amongst the Sunnis on the increasing power of the Shias in the region intensified. The fact that the Shia-dominated administration of Iraq allowed Iranian warplanes to use its airspace in the current Syrian war strengthens this thesis.

All in all, the strategic offensive of Iran is plain obvious. It can also be concluded that the relation between Iran and Syria is both sectarian and strategic and that these two motivations are interdependent. The US, meanwhile, need a constant conflict in the region to maintain its influence on the Gulf regimes and to maintain a pretext for a perpetual war and presence of its forces in the region. Syria has also provided a ‘useful enemy’ to the US and Israel in the region in addition to the rhetorical enmity between the West and Iran. Beneath its stern and sometimes fiery rhetoric, the Syrian government has been curiously passive, even following direct attack by Israel, as when an alleged nuclear facility was destroyed in September 2007. Iran had also assisted the US in its invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan. Syria, alongside Iran, is presented as an enemy of Western interests; as a country that cannot be trusted, and from which the worst is to be expected, but as ‘evil’ these regimes are, the West deems them more tolerable than a fundamentalist Islamic regime threatening its interests in the region. This explains the ‘buying time’ policy of the West in Syria despite the active involvement of its cold war nemesis, Russia and its proclaimed ‘terrorist-sponsoring state’, Iran.

The Shia crescent is threatening to fall with the fall of the Bashar regime and after years of effort to establish it, Iran cannot afford to let that happen without at least trying to defend it while possible. So does Russia who sees Bashar as its only ally in the region. For some Sunni scholars, the cooperation between the Shia and the godless communist Russia is a natural one due to the similarity between them i.e. the worship of men (their revered figures). The West and the Gulf states seem to prefer to wait for the endgame to become obvious to take action. The fundamentalists aptly view the relationship between these two to be as natural as the Shia-Communist relations; both hate Islam in its essence and purity and both view the orthodox form of Islam as a threat to their hegemony and survival.

6.0 Russia’s interest in the Syrian War

Russia’s (and China’s) veto against s UN Security Council resolution seeking to condemn and sanction the Assad government led many to believe that Russia is adamant that the regime survives. There are a number of reasons for Russia to be interested in this war. One of them is the fact that Bashar al-Assad is Russia’s only ally in the Arab world. The Russian Navy keeps a naval re-supply and maintenance base in the Syrian port of Tartus to support its operations in the Mediterranean. It is the only military installation Russia has outside former Soviet Union areas. Syria is also a major customer of Russian arms. According to a report released by the United States Congressional Research Service in 2008, Soviet military sales to Syria in the 1970s and 80's were so extensive, they accounted for 90% of all military arms exports from the Soviet Union, making the Soviet Union a main supplier of arms for Syria67. Russia also needs a strong Iranian influence in the region to contain Arab regimes friendly to the US. The fact that Syria shares a border with Turkey, a NATO country which is against Russia’s roles in its nearby former Soviet countries, may also explains Russia’s need to keep Bashar in power.

In January 2013, Russia began its largest naval exercises in the past few decades in the Mediterranean and Black Seas (RIA Novosti, 2013). This led to curiosity amongst analysts regarding their intention considering the situation in Syria. The regime is showing signs of weakening and it only has allies in Iran, Hezbollah and Russia (and possibly China). The move, some speculate, is to discourage the rebels and to show regional powers that Russia can join the war to protect its ally. It can also be a deterrent against Turkish or NATO intervention. Mujahideen media has reported some Russian involvement in the war although this has been denied by Russia. Russia, since the beginning of the war, has voiced its stand on this conflict that it is completely neutral and that it wishes for a negotiated settlement to the conflict. It also objects any foreign intervention. However, these are political statements and despite the obvious signs that Russia is probably contemplating a future without an ally in Syria, Russia may still get involved overtly and covertly.

One of the major concerns for Russia is the involvement of Chechen mujahideen in Syria. There is at present a significant number of Chechen mujahideen in Syria. A Russia-based mujahideen news website, Kavkazcenter (2012) admitted to this fact. Some of them see the Syrian conflict as a battlefront where they can get training, put their military skills to practice and establish international connections with mujahideen from other countries that could be useful for them later in order to internationalize the Caucasian Jihad, a movement that received less attention compared to those in Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. Russia is especially concerned with this development since the Chechens have been at war against it for more than a decade. Kavkazcenter (2013) in an edited report based on a report by Iranian government sponsored station, Press TV, stated that Turkey has provided shelter and safety to Chechen mujahideen in the past and has been involved in different covert operations against Russia. It added that currently, Turkey is supporting sectarianism, terrorism and sedition within Syria by using mujahideen groups. Such report is not entirely negligible since Turkey is known to be concerned with Russian influence in the nearby Caucasus area. Assisting the mujahideen in Syria will help to topple Bashar Assad who is an ally of Russia, a result which will certainly weaken Russian influence in the region. Nonetheless, as a NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) country, Turkey is also aware that the mujahideen are only temporary allies and thus do not wish to see them grow too strong. Thus far, Turkey’s involvement in the Syrian crisis is largely covert and rhetorical. It remains to seen whether they will indeed directly interfere after the cross border skirmishes with the Syrian military can result in a Turkish military action. Turkey has already asked for air defense technology assistance to defend against Syrian airstrikes and NATO has obliged by sending a set of Patriot missiles. Neither Turkey nor NATO seems to have the willingness to enter Syria and this is probably due to the inaction of the war-weary US who obviously do not wish to have another military engagement in the region. Although unlikely, this position of Turkey, US, NATO and Arab monarchies may change if the mujahideen dominates this war instead of the SNC-allied FSA forces. Turkey, despite its reported assistance of the Chechen mujahideen movement, does not wish for an Islamic State in a post-war Syria and has voiced its support for the SNC in consonant with the West and the Arab League.

Russia, through its media, Russia Today (RT) is trying to portray the war in Syria as part of American proxy imperialism. The various news reports and analysis available on its Youtube channel obviously point out that argument. Russia claims that the rebels are all serving the interest of the west, and US in particular. Their views are backed by Iranian state-owned media like Press TV. Such propaganda is a necessary approach to legitimise their intervention in the war with the pretext of stopping the conflict and bloodshed. Unlike the West who only labels the mujahideen as terrorists, Russia has called all the rebel forces terrorists echoing the accusation of Bashar al-Assad. Russia, however, has backed the proposal by the Arab League for a political democratic reform and political solution. Regardless of its public support of Bashar, Russia does not seem willing to assist him militarily. Bernard Gwertzman (2012) opined that Russia may decide to abandon the Syrian regime. The cost of intervention may outweigh the benefits for Russia. They have learned a painful lesson in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Nonetheless, a military intervention remains a possibility and mujahideen in Syria claimed that they have captured Russian military personnel on the battlefield.68

Knowing history, a religious war has always been long and gory. The war in Syria has religion written all over it and it will not be any different and should Russia join in, it will only increase support for the mujahideen and the passive supporters may decide to join the ranks of those already in Syria. It will also deteriorate their image in international politics, which has already been badly affected after its veto against a UN Security Council Resolution condemning the Assad regime. It will also enrage more Muslims into supporting the Chechen mujahideen cause. The most practical choice for Russia is to covertly assist the regime - a path the mujahideen claim it has already embarked on – until it becomes impossible to defend it. The cost is much lower and it can avoid the possible embarrassment of losing. It also keeps their actions unnoticed by the international community. The possibility of a military action a la Afghanistan is a distant possibility after all despite all the speculations.

7.0 The West, Sunni Arab Regimes and the Secularists

War is a matter of vital importance to the State; the province of life and death; the road to survival or ruin. It is mandatory that it be thoroughly studied ... The first of these essential factors is moral influence; the second, weather; the third, terrain; the fourth, command; and the fifth, doctrine ... To win one hundred victories in one hundred battles is not the acme of skill. To subdue, the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill. Thus, what is of supreme importance in war is to attack the enemy’s strategy. Thus, those skilled in war subdue the enemy’s army without battle. They capture his cities without assaulting them and overthrow his State without protracted operations.

Sun Tzu, c. 400 B.C.E., The Art of War

After eight months of dwelling, the West announced its position regarding Syria and condemned the atrocities committed by the regime forces. The Arab League followed suit after realising the anti-Bashar sentiments across the Muslim world. Saudi and Qatar began sending weapons and finances to the rebels. Jordan and Turkey opened their borders to Muslim youths wishing to enter the Syrian jihad. At the beginning of the uprising, the Arab monarchies were very careful about voicing their view on the revolution due to fears that it may spread into their countries. However, with their image at stake, they decided to side with the rebels. This in part owes to their wish to see Iran loses its close ally in the region. The anti-Shia sentiment plays a great role to this decision in addition to the obvious geopolitical gains from such a change. However, these Arab regimes and it Western supporters failed to predict the capabilities of the fundamentalist factions, local and foreign, in this war. Realising the superiority of the mujahideen groups69, the assistance ceased, the borders were closed70 and Arab regimes backed the listing of Jubhat al-Nusra, the most influential mujahideen group as a terrorist group. The Mufti (official head of religious scholar) of Saudi Arabia even issued an edict prohibiting any sermon towards the Syrian jihad71. Since then, with the exception of numerous rhetorical speeches and discussions between Arab officials regarding the war, no meaningful action has been taken. While their preference is to see the SNC assume control of the country, it seems clear that the Arab regimes prefer that Bashar remains in power than to see the mujahideen proclaim a Syrian Islamic State. There was a conspiracy theory that the mujahideen groups are sponsored by the West and the Arab monarchies but judging from the actions of these players, such theory is baseless. Any relations between the Sunni states with the mujahideen groups at present are only to face their common enemy i.e. the Shia. Saudi and Qatar has already voiced concerns regarding the possibility of the arms they send into Syria falling into the hands of the mujahideen instead of secular FSA groups,72 a claim admitted by the mujahideen73.

The West was very quick to decide on military intervention in the Libyan uprising. With the US political backing, a coordinated assault was carried out by air forces of EU countries. In Syria, however, the indecision is apparent and the reluctance to be involved seemed to be lack of importance of the country to them. Unlike Libya, Syria’s natural resources are relatively modest. The fact that the Bashar regime provides a ‘useful’ enemy to represent a ‘constant threat’ to Israel is another factor. Having a strong ‘Shia crescent’ provide the US with a reason to keep the Sunni regimes dependent of its military might and thus justifies its presence in the Middle East. It is in their interest that Iran stays ‘controllably’ strong and that a constant state of rivalry exists between the Sunni and Shiite regimes. Therefore, the West views the war as a ‘low-intensity’ regional conflict they can benefit from more than they can lose. In this war, the only possible winners are the secularists, the regime and the mujahideen. The third scenario is the only impermissible outcome and the West will most probably intervene if that happens. The West has already announced that they will only recognise the SNC as the legitimate government to replace the regime although this has not been well received by the rebels and protesters. To have the secular and western friendly SNC as the next government is definitely the most preferred by the West. The pretentious threats and the good speeches by western senior political figures has not been accompanied any effective action and the above reasons explains this choice. The words of Sun Tzu are being well implemented by the west. It is cheaper to let the enemies to destroy themselves and it is wise to keep the friends weak. It is the economically viable way to maintain an empire and thus far, the US has done so reasonably well. Nevertheless, with the mujahideen displaying strong showing in Syria, a direct military intervention may eventually prove inevitable.

8.0 The Syrian Uprising: An Inception of a Major Religious War

All revolutions are conceived by idealists, implemented by fanatics, and its fruits are stolen by scoundrels.”

Thomas Carlyle74

The words of Thomas Carlyle above project an eerie post-revolution prospect of the Middle East. The saying may prove to be true, or not. In Syria, however, it seems that the word of wisdom may prove correct. The Syrians started the uprising with their ideals of Islam and freedom from tyranny, the war is carried out by the firm believers of the ideals – the freedom fighters and the mujahideen – and the outcome may well be manipulated and hijacked by the foreign powers. It is a poignant reality but one that should be expected and prepared for. It is not a certainty but signs are pointing in that direction. Slowly, with the Syrian war as a catalyst, all the pieces on the chessboard have been manoeuvred into place to create a religious war for the Sunni Muslims. This will play well into the hands of the Global Jihad Movement who (intentionally or by chance) slowly gain legitimacy amongst the global Sunni Muslim community.

The uprisings in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt have seen regime changes. In Tunisia moderate Islamist party En-Nahda has won the elections with more than 41% of the vote, securing 90 seats in the 217-member parliament. In Libya, the secularist National Forces Alliance, led by ex-interim Prime Minister Mahmoud Jibril, has won 39 out of 80 seats reserved for political parties while the Muslim Brotherhood won 17 seats. Meanwhile in Egypt, the Freedom and Justice Party which was formed as the political arm of the Muslim Brotherhood won the most votes followed by the Salafi al-Nour party. The two Islamist parties later allied to form the first democratically elected government since the ousting of Hosni Mobarak. The uprisings in these three countries have led to a change from dictatorships to democracies. The Syrian revolution is another page altogether. If the abundant protest videos are of any credibility, it seems that fundamentalism is the dominant sentiment in this uprising. The protesters call for the Caliphate and the rule of Islam. They announced their rejection of the West and their enmity towards the Shia and they made clear their disaffection towards the Sunni rulers in the region. Therefore, a political solution is no more than a pipe dream, an unrealistic proposal in the wake of more than 60 000 Sunni deaths. The wish for the Shari’a also means that democracy may not be accepted as the political system. With public rallying behind the mujahideen, they have already given them a useful sanctuary given the West decides to enter into a war with them. Amongst the locals, it seems that the fundamentalists have already won the war of ideologies. Their discipline and conducts have won their ‘hearts and minds’. In the Muslim world, despite the efforts by the mainstream media to portray them as terrorists, thanks to the cyberspace, they have raised their profile and gained support for their cause.

The Sunni-Shia clashes in Lebanon75 are a precursor to potential spreading of the conflict. The Syrian war has inspired Iraqi Sunnis to organise massive protests against the Shia-dominated administration. It is not impossible that it can arouse more religious hatred in the region an across the Muslim world. Prior to this war, many unsuspecting Sunnis view Iran with awe for its Islamic Revolution and the subsequent vociferous verbal criticism towards the West and Israel. The actions of Iran in the Syrian war76 changed this perception. The popularity of Iran is declining dramatically for its unconditional support to a tyrannical Shia regime determined to hold on to power by sacrificing thousands of its people. The fact that Iran is the focal point of Shiism establishes the Sunni public opinion that this is indeed a war between Sunni and Shia. Before this war, the despotism of the al-Assad regime was little known to most Sunnis especially those residing in countries far from the Middle East. The publicity that the war receives leads to more reading on the issue and consequently spread the enmity towards the regime and the Shias. On the other hand, the mujahideen gain considerable popularity and support.

In the Sunni Arab countries, the war has generated local dissent towards the regime. The circulation of news concerning the detention, interrogation and the following coercion to force an influential scholar in calling towards the Syrian jihad, Muhammad al-Arifi to sign an agreement to stop collecting funds for the Syrian rebels by the Saudi government increase local dissent towards the monarchy. It has also shaped a negative publicity for the Saudi regime which is known to be a loyal ally of the West in its ‘war on terror’. Stories on the detention and persecution of opposing scholars and mujahideen worsen its image. Saudi’s allies amongst the Gulf States also receive their fair share of taint. This clearly works in the mujahideen’s favour as they are the most critical of these regimes and the fact that the Global Jihad Movement also targets ‘apostate’77 regimes, the local support can help them immerse into the public unnoticed by the authorities. This sanctuary helps them to gain more ground support and allow them time and space to plan and execute surprise attacks on strategic assets as well as high-ranking figures. The numerous successful and failed ‘martyrdom operations’78 attempts against government and military buildings, assets and personnel in Saudi Arabia and Yemen verifies this theory. The extensive use of media by the movement has created a strong base of passive devotee and more importantly increased the range of recruitment pool. The failure of the Sunni regimes to provide effective assistance to the rebel movement in Syria has not helped their standing amongst the Muslims. It gave the impression amongst Sunnis that they are incapable of influencing the outcome or had to wait for instructions from the West. Their disapproval of the mujahideen further deteriorates their image amongst the Sunnis. Should the mujahideen eventually gain control of Syria, the victory will give them a huge boost in reputation. Their standing in the Muslim world will soar and the Arab monarchies may find it hard to curb their influence, knowing that by doing so it can only backfire.

The West’s decision to take their time exploring the options available to the on the Syrian war has inadvertently given the mujahideen the opportunity to assert their influence on the war and gain public support. It has attempted to cause rifts between the FSA and the mujahideen, enticing the FSA leaders with unlimited assistance of all sorts79 but to little success as more FSA swore allegiance to the mujahideen80. The open declaration of legitimacy of the SNC as the only acceptable replacement to the Bashar regime is viewed with contempt by the locals as an arrogant attempt to decide the future of their country and to hijack their revolution which has sacrificed thousands of Sunni lives. This view is shared by many Sunnis around the globe who are dissatisfied with the coercive interventionist foreign policy of the US in particular and the West in general in Muslim countries. In a way, the Syrian war presents a sort of dilemma for the West; it cannot let the mujahideen win but it is also not politically ideal for them to let Bashar wins. The West can afford to let the regime survive but the number of deaths resulting from the regimes uncompromisingly violent suppression tactics means that to let it stay in control is not popular choice. To let the mujahideen win will result in impermissible repercussions that will cost them dearly in the long run. It leaves them with the choice of unrelentingly backing the secularists despite their inferiority in the battles. As it stands, the mujahideen is gaining ground on the regime and the secularists are choosing to side with them at least temporarily until the regime is totally defeated. The heavy involvement of Iran and possibly Russia means that the endgame is far from certain. The US does wish for a more assertive Russia but is also unwilling to directly confront such a formidable adversary on a battlefield. It is too costly. Thus, giving Turkey the chance to display its military capability and regional political leadership is a viable option. The US appears to willing to let other player to play the leading role, choosing to adopt a less authoritative approach to avoid the possible losses. The most plausible conjecture would for the US to intervene through NATO but this possibility may only occur if the mujahideen emerge victorious. This is a logical assessment since the victorious party will have definitely been depleted significantly in quantity, morale and energy at the end of this war. Thus, playing for time is a rational move by the West. The deployment of French forces in Mali and other engagements in Algeria, Morocco and Somalia of Western forces against fundamentalist militias means that they are quite preoccupied at the moment. To be militarily overstretched can result in a strategic defeat. The lesson was quite clear with the Soviet Union and the US seemed destine to succumb to a similar fate when it spends significantly on the war in Iraq and Afghanistan. The West seems to have learned from history and thus is unwilling to actively participate in this war.

It is quite clear that the end of Bashar may not necessarily end the agony of the Syrians. Even the fall of the regime is not a certainty. This war looks to be far from over and the death rate implies that thousands more will die. Once free of the cruelty of the regime, it is very likely that Syrians will fall under foreign domination. Their support for the mujahideen may cost them, risking them the same fate suffered by the Afghans who sheltered the Taliban from the US-led forces. They may eventually have to back the SNC to prevent more casualties and the mujahideen may decide to abandon their struggle for a Syrian Islamic State to avoid more deaths to their fellow Sunnis of Syria. However, just as the Palestinians are firm in their struggle against the Zionist, the Syrian may draw inspiration from the Palestinians and decide to face the wrath of the West, the regional powers and Russia by giving support to their fundamentalist helpers. The mujahideen factions are aware that they will have to face all sides if they prevail against the regime. Knowing their steadfastness, such a daunting prospect does not affect their decision. After all, these are a people who love death more than life. For them, winning is reward from God but to fall in a battlefield is the greatest reward. This is a great spiritual achievement in Islam and it is why the mujahideen are so revered and are so dear to the hearts of the Muslims. Thus, it is quite possible that the mujahideen will have a wide support base in Syria whatever the outcome of this war.

The US has practiced a policy of intimidation to stop Sunnis from abetting the mujahedeen in Iraq and Afghanistan. Pakistan and many other Muslim governments have resorted to similar tactics. However, this movement continues to be sheltered by Sunnis who generally comprehend the risk of doing so. It should be clear that violence by the authorities only make them firmer. The harsh realities of war toughen them if they do not break them. Should the West resort to use force against the Syrian people, the researcher believes that the Global Jihad Movement will grow even stronger. The Sunni Syrians will be even more determined and the cause of the mujahideen will prove legitimate. These are lessons from the mistakes of the West in Afghanistan and Iraq. Somehow, the West just does not learn. Their actions have rendered much of their propaganda useless. A military suppression of the Syrian mujahideen will prove that arrogance leads to poor judgment and eventually a loss on a great scale. Another episode of western military occupation will scare some Muslims but it will enrage more of them. It will lead to an ideological victory for the Global Jihad Movement. More and more will join their cause and the image of the West in the Muslim world will be tainted beyond repair.

No matter how the West chooses to view this war, in the eyes of many Sunnis and Shias, the war in Syria is all about religion. Although the politicians may only think about interests, the Muslim masses view this conflict with emotion and through a religious outlook. The war reignites a history of war and enmity between the Sunnis and the Shias. To argue that this uprising has little to do with religion is naiveté. To hope for a negotiated settlement of conflict is an illusion. Although it was the rise against tyranny which initiated the uprising, it is the sectarian element that drives both sides. The two sides in the conflict are divided by sectarianism. Both sides are Arabs and the Kurds have not sided with the Sunni or the Shia although most of the Kurds are Sunnis. The Sunnis have been oppressed for four decades by a Nusayri Shia regime. The Sunni Arabs are marginalised because they are Sunnis while the Kurds are denied their rights for their ethnicity. This explains the different motivations, goals and methods between the Sunni Arabs and the Sunni Kurds. They are disconnected and the Kurds, due to their experience of racial discrimination in all the countries they live in – notably Turkey, Syria and Iraq – are purely nationalistic. The Kurds are not major players in this war and their involvement is relatively too insignificant. The sectarian element is very apparent in the Shia block. Iran and Hezbollah have trained military personnel on Bashar’s side. Iraq reportedly let Iran use its air space en route to Syria. The Sunni regimes have been less responsive due to reasons explained earlier. Nonetheless, the Sunni masses are strongly supporting their co-religionists in Syria.

Such courage and commitment may have infected the Syrian public and this explains their Thus, the end of the rule of Bashar may not be the end to the conflict. Religious sentiments are the main motivation amongst the rebels with injustice and tyranny further flaming the long-standing hatred between the Sunnis and the Shias. The Syrian conflict is more than just a national problem; it is a depiction of Sunni-Shia regional political rivalry. It also exposes the alliances that exist between regional players with global powers. More importantly, the crisis highlights the rise of fundamentalist ideas in the region and in Syria specifically as western liberal democracy seems to have failed to generate stability in countries like Afghanistan and Iraq which have been forced to accept the idea. In Egypt and Libya, the post-revolution democracy has not solved internal frictions between the various ideologically different groups. The disaffection towards the system is growing among the constantly increasing number of Muslims insisting on the implementation of the Shari’a. The arrival of American forces or the Russians will not be well-received by the Muslim Syrians. Anti-American sentiments have soared since the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq with the pretext of ‘war on terror’. Both the western and eastern powers will be ill-advised to be directly involved in Syria. Such move will only incite religious hatred amongst the Syrian Sunnis and Muslims around the world towards the non-Muslims.

While advocates of realism or realpolitik may argue that the Arab states’ reaction towards the conflict in Syria is for the interest of their respective states, constructivist will argue that the socio-cultural element of religion is also a big factor motivating their stands. In truth, as the researcher has presented throughout this paper, both elements are equally important and leaving one out will render any analysis on the ongoing war in Syria incomplete. The history of enmity between the Sunnis and the Shias is a very powerful motivation in Middle East regional politics and thus religion is a very effective rallying issue to move public opinions and determine a country’s foreign policies. The researcher hence has presented the issue through both the lenses of a realist and a constructivist. The involvement of mujahideens however, is purely religion-motivated. The same can be said regarding most of the rebels and a majority of the Sunni Muslims worldwide who have not stopped to voice their support for the FSA and the mujahideen.

It is not entirely impossible that the mujahideens will gain control of the country despite the almost-certain rejection by the west just like they reject the Taliban rule of Afghanistan and their refusal to accept the victory of Hamas in the Palestinian elections in 2006. Such historical fact is indicator of what the reaction may be should the conflict in Syria turns in the fundamentalists’ favour. Despite the fact that they are gaining ground against the regime forces, it is still early days to predict the outcome. However, their victories against the odds against a militarily, numerically, financially and strategically superior force have led many Muslims to believe that they are indeed in the right path and their goals are divinely approved. Non-Muslim analysts must understand that jihad or holy struggle or war is a very highly regarded deed in Islam. While some sections of Muslims are still unsure about the validity of jihad in Syria since it is a war against the Shias, who are still regarded as Muslims by a minority of Sunnis, the arrival of forces from non-Muslim countries will only validate the cause of the mujahedeen. Global powers would be wise to leave the Syrian conflict to the Muslims.

Since the beginning of the uprising, the regime has used violence against peaceful protesters. Helpless, Syrians call for help from other Muslims. As the regime grew more violent, many Sunni army personnel changed sides and formed the FSA. At the beginning, they were very ill-equipped and then weapons and finances began to flow from Qatar and Saudi Arabia. Then, many mujahideen began to enter Syria through various illegal means. There were allegations that Turkey and Jordan opened their boarders to allow a controllable number of mujahideen to enter Syria. After a while, assistance dried up and supplies now depend only on illegal routes through Kurd Mountains at the north-east and the provinces of Hims and Deir al-Zur brodering Iraq. The Syrian then began to be disillusioned with the rulers of their neighbouring countries who even began to arrest mujahideen attempting to enter Syria through their official borders and prevented fund collection efforts as well as campaigns for jihad against the Syrian regime. The SNC attempted to rally FSA brigades behind them but was utterly rejected believed to be due to the lack of contribution of the council in the war. Despite the recognition it received from the west, the SNC is not a viable option to replace the current regime since it is not supported by both the fighters and the protesters. The blessing it receives from the west will only play against them as anti-western sentiments are high amongst the Muslims. The SNC is regarded as an outsider trying to hijack the fruits of their efforts with the help of western powers.

9.0 Conclusions

All in all, the situation is very complex due to the many foreign interests as well as the involvement of different factions which have one initial common goal of removing the ruling regimes but may have different views on how the countries are to be governed after the revolution. Much of the internal friction grew out of deep-seated mistrust and animosity between Islamists (groups whose political platform calls for government policy to rest on the tenets of Islam) and non-Islamists (ones whose political ideology is not built on overtly religious principles). The crisis in Syria is obviously a combination of a lot of elements with religion being the most telling motivation for those actively involved in the daily clashes.

From news reports and analyses, the researcher observes that there is an ideological constraint to a full cooperation between forces battling the regime. Although the immediate goal is identical for all the forces i.e. to oust the regime, there is a disagreement on how Syria should be governed once their first objective is fulfilled. The mujahideen made themselves clear that they want the Shari’a to be implemented and for Syria to be an Islamic state. The FSA, on the other hand, are divided in this regard. Some are siding with the mujahideen, some are with the SNC who wishes for an outcome akin to Egypt which saw a transition into democracy. There are also those who are on the fence on this issue. The Kurds clearly want autonomy, a wish that may not coincide with the SNC due to the economic significance of the areas they occupy. Most oil fields in Syria are in the north eastern region which is populated mostly by the Kurds.

The Kurds have reportedly battled both sides; sometimes siding with the regime against the FSA who attempted to assume control of their area while at times fighting against regime forces. They have been receiving assistance from the Kurdistan Workers' Party, a Turkey-based separatist nationalist movement. Judging from the reports at mujahideen websites, the researcher understand that the mujahideen are against the Kurdish movement while acknowledging most of them as brothers in creed and faith. It is also obvious that for the Kurds, their motivation is purely a nationalist one with religion being an insignificant part of the equation. It is understandable since they have been historically oppressed and sidelined by most countries they reside in. In Syria, they have been denied their rights as citizens since the days of Hafez al-Assad, the father of the current president, Bashar. Although their numbers are small – 10 percent of the population – they can be a significant force in this war due to the disunity amongst the mostly Sunni Arab rebels. The US has signalled its intention to help form an independent secular Kurdistan as solution to the long Kurdish struggle in Turkey, Iraq and Syria. The condition is that the new Kurdistan should be closely allied with Turkey which is a key NATO country. It remains to be seen whether this proposal will come to fruition.

The Kurds aside, the researcher is of view that when the war is concluded, ideological differences between the rebels will cause a further clash between the secularists and the fundamentalists. While the western media try to report that the FSA is entirely secular minded, the reality suggest otherwise. The same applies to the non-combatant protesters who are loudly voicing their support to the mujahideen groups like Jubhat al-Nusra. There were reports of dissatisfaction amongst the Syrian public regarding the FSA for taking over emptied premises as bases without permission. The media-shy Jubhat al-Nusra, on the other hand, won praises for their discipline, bravery and effectiveness. They have also done well to made efforts to provide welfare services to the victims of war. The role of the Sunni scholars (Ulama’) has also been significant in arousing the fundamentalist sentiment amongst the populace. If the protest videos captured by protesters across the country is of any measure, the secularist rebels will have an uphill battle of gaining public support to undermine the mujahideen. The Syrian war is considered as a religious war against the Shias and naturally religious sentiments prevail in such situations. Therefore, despite the potential assistance from the west, it is enormously difficult for the SNC and its FSA affiliates to change the domestic public opinion on this war. The mujahideen have gained sanctuary, which is a crucial element in guerrilla warfare.

The UN has designated Jubhat al-Nusra as a terrorist group and their announcement was rejected as a pretext for an intervention. Protests over the announcement were conducted across the country as a show of support for the group. Such move will backfire against the US and its allies should they decide to militarily intervene in Syria. Contrary to western claims that Jubhat al-Nusra consist of al-Qaeda members, the Syrian public seconded the claim by the group that they are mostly Syrians with a relatively small number foreign fighters who are first-time mujahideen. They will most definitely face a hostile population and any aggravation against a civilian will incite further anti-west sentiment already aroused after their invasion of several Muslim countries in the recent past. As they have experienced in Iraq and Afghanistan, a war against almost a hostile population is perpetual and costly war. The fundamentalists will also gain further ideological victory, a feat which will result in further growth of their ideological base around the globe. At present, it seems clear that the mujahideen are winning the ideological battle domestically and globally. Therefore, to wish for a swift change to liberal democracy as in the case of Tunisia, Libya and Egypt is indeed politically naive for entire establishment outside Syria both on the side of the west and their Arab allies and Russia and Iran. Nonetheless, the researcher assumes that both sides are aware of this fact. The mujahideen are also aware that none of these sides are pleased with them and should they win this war, they will face aggressive military, economical and diplomatic oppositions from every direction. They do not seem to be intimidated by such prospect and as their like-minded brothers in Somalia, North Africa, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Yemen, the Caucasus, Pakistan and South Asia, the superiority of the enemies is viewed as the natural obstacle to achieve their goals.

The mujahideen, as publicly announced by the new chief ideologue Ayman al-Zawahiri, view Syria as a new front for the Global Jihad movement. Their wish is to proclaim an Islamic State in the country and make it a base to start a struggle to re-establish the long-dismantled Caliphate. That announcement is a clear declaration of war against all the regimes ruling the states formerly under the Caliphate. It is also a great threat to entire establishment in the world. In short, it is a war against all for the mujahideen. They will rely on sympathisers to their cause which is gaining in number due to their efforts on the cyberspace. The actions of the west and east have not helped to reduce the anti-disbelievers sentiment. More and more Muslims are supporting their cause due to the failure of the west to win their hearts and minds. Many cases of suppression of Muslims across the globe have ignited the sentiment of hatred amongst the Muslim community. Therefore, it is not surprising that the jihad movement has grown from country-based like in Afghanistan into a global movement spearheaded by al-Qaeda.

The fact that Syria is part of the extensive Land of al-Sham (Bilad al-Sham in Arabic) is another great sentiment arouser. There is a host of prophetic sayings (hadith) believed by Sunni Muslims which indicate the superiority of the land which include the present day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestian Territories and Israel81. There is also a hadith that indicate the coming from an army from this land which will give victory to Islam. Such religious texts are very strong motivations and effective rallying issue to move the Muslim masses. In addition, there is the millennium-long history of hatred between the Sunnis and the Shias who both consider each other as disbelievers. The method chosen by Bashar Assad in suppressing the uprising – a full-on campaign against rebels, bombing cities, indiscriminate massacres, population expulsions and finally gaining control of territory – give more reason for the Syrian Sunnis and the global Muslim community to believe that this is indeed a religious war.

There is this significant hadith which moves the Muslims the most. In a way, it gives a sense of hope that soon the Caliphate shall be reinstated and all the tyrants and corrupt leaders shall fall and the Muslims shall return to its former glory. It is a useful ideological tool for the fundamentalists in claiming the legitimacy of their movement. The hadith is as follows:

Hudhaifah bin Al-Yaman reported that the Messenger of Allah (Prophet Muhammad) said,

 

"Prophethood (meaning himself) will remain with you for as long as Allah wills it to remain, then Allah will raise it up wherever he wills to raise it up. Afterwards, there will be a Caliphate that follows the guidance of Prophethood remaining with you for as long as Allah wills it to remain. Then, He will raise it up whenever He wills to raise it up. Afterwards, there will be a reign of violently oppressive [The reign of Muslim kings who are partially unjust] rule and it will remain with you for as long as Allah wills it to remain. Then, there will be a reign of tyrannical rule and it will remain for as long as Allah wills it to remain. Then, Allah will raise it up whenever He wills to raise it up. Then, there will be a Caliphate that follows the guidance of Prophethood."

Then Hudhaifah said, "The Prophet stopped speaking." [As-Silsilah As-Sahihah, vol. 1, no. 5]

The Sunni Muslims consider the Arab Spring (as the media call it) as the beginning of the fall of tyrants, marking a transitional period which culminates in the re-establishment of the Caliphate. It is part of the prophecy of the end times which is part of the Islamic creed. It explains the support that the mujahideen are enjoying. To win over the Syrian Sunnis and the Muslim world in general will definitely be hard for the west. The SNC has also failed to do much in this war. Their failure to actively participate in this war and choosing instead to operate from Turkey does not help their reputation amongst the rebelling Syrians. Secularism is an alien concept for adherents of Islam despite the efforts of the west to export such concept to the Muslim world. Although it has managed to make many of them into liberalists and secularists, the Arab uprisings and the Syrian war in particular have shown how much support the fundamentalists enjoy. The influx of foreign fighters is an indication how international the jihad movement has become and how widespread the idea is. The welcome they receive further shows that they are not considered as outsiders; rather they are received in the spirit of brotherhood in Islam. It is a fact that the western politicians, ideologues and academicians have not been able to or refuse to recognise. Once the Islamic sense of belonging prevail amongst the Muslims, the identification based on nationality or ethnicity shall become naught for them. Then, the west or the east shall find it extremely hard to penetrate the ideological fortress. It is possible to subjugate them through force, economic or legal means but such effort will prove unsustainable.

Since the start of the Arab revolutions, there have been video releases of al-Qaeda senior figures praising the uprisings and encouraging Muslim youths to wage jihad against the authoritarian regimes they describe as apostate. For so long, these governments have curtailed their movements and with the popular revolts, and the widespread dissatisfaction towards the previous secular governments, al-Qaeda and some other mujahideen groups (their affiliations remain unknown or unclear) saw the popular revolts as a window of opportunity to gain support and recruits as well as to exert their influence on the outcomes. Contrary to western media reports, most of the mujahideen are locals and amateurs who received little training. They were only screened on their religious practices to be accepted into mujahideen groups and received several days of training before being accepted to join military operations. It is true that some of them are mujahideen who are accustomed to warfare from Iraq, the Caucasus and Afghanistan but the number is comparatively very small compared to the locals within these groups. Even amongst the foreign mujahideen who came from all over the globe, most of them are first-time mujahideen who are only motivated by religion. The locals welcome them as Muslim brothers who are willing to sacrifice their lives and wealth for fellow Muslims.

It is an indisputable fact the mujahideen is indeed a sworn enemy to the US and its allies. It is also conceivable that the west and its Middle East allies will attempt to directly engage the mujahideen groups if they successfully oust the regime. Given the existence of secular-minded generals in the FSA ranks and the apparent alliance between the SNC and the west, FSA brigades loyal to it may be used to force out the mujahideen forces after the war. However, the reputation of the mujahideen in this war has been very positive and many FSA brigades have officially offered their allegiance to the largest of the mujahideen groups, the Jubhat al-Nusra. Therefore, the affair may not be a straight forward one.

At the moment, the outcome is unclear. No one can be sure of the potential influence that foreign interventions can have on any of these sides. The guerrilla warfare tactics used by the rebel forces mean that territorial control means little until the enemy is totally exhausted morally and numerically throughout the country and ultimate victory is achieved. Therefore, while they manage to gain control of a city or province or any strategic infrastructure, until the nationwide regime forces are defeated, such controls are temporary. The heavy involvement of Iran and Russia makes the outcome even more unpredictable. Their insistence and determination to keep the status quo seems resolute at the moment but as the rebels gain further ground, their level of support may wear down. The prospect of them abandoning Assad is still in sight. It remains to be seen how long this alliance will last as the regime army is losing in many parts of Syria and Russia cannot rule out the victory of the rebels. Iran may have to consider such bitter prospect as well. Russia should be wise enough to plan ahead for such possibility and consider abandoning the only two military outposts of Russia outside the former Soviet region – a naval base in Tartus and an electronic surveillance facility in Latakia (Julian Borger, 2012). Russia has reportedly moved to cosy up with an opposition group known as the National Coordination Committee (NCC) which is the only group willing to negotiate with the regime (Simon Shuster, 2012). The NCC was denounced by all opposition groups as traitors to their cause. It explains the public stance of Russia being adamant of a political solution for the Syrian conflict. Other opposition groups have ruled outright any negotiated settlement of the conflict and demanded that Assad depart from his office or his regime annihilated. Most recently, Assad had offered for a negotiation with the rebel forces with the exception of the mujahideen groups with the condition of a ceasefire. However, predictably, his call was rebutted by all opposition factions who insist that he leaves the country or be executed.

In contrast to the softer position of the SNC, the Sunni Syrians seem to be determined to have Bashar along with his Nusayri supporters executed due to the massive death toll of Sunnis since the uprising began. This position was echoed by most rebel fighters as well the mujahideen who view this war as a religious war against their Shia nemesis. It is also an outburst of decades-long resentment resulting from suppression by the minority Nusayri Shia against the majority Sunni in Syria as well as a long history of enmity between the two sects. As such, a political solution cannot be workable for this conflict. The sectarian element is too important for those fighting in Syria. It is less for the regional powers that use it only as a political tool to incite hatred towards the Shias but has not took any meaningful action in helping the Syrian Sunnis. In fact, the protesters, rebels and mujahideen have shown their distrust towards the Arab League and this has further instilled the belief that along with the foreign mujahideen, al-Qaeda or not, they are alone in facing the Shias. The disillusionment, coupled with fact that the Sunni rulers in regime has been a close ally of America which is generally viewed as an enemy of the Muslims led to their insistence that the neither the Arab League and UN envoys nor foreign forces are welcomed in Syria.

With regard to Iran, their involvement in Syria has undone their efforts to portray itself as the strongest defender of Islam and the voice of the Muslim world against the west. For years, Iranian President Mahmood Ahmadinejad was viewed as the most valiant Muslim leaders who is unperturbed by western powers and the might of Zionist Israel. It also exposes Hezbollah as an enemy of the Sunnis after gaining so much publicity after their reported success in pushing back Israeli assaults in Lebanon in 2006. For the Sunnis, this conflict forcefully exposes of the carefully-veiled political ploy of the Shia block. Geopolitically, helping Bashar was a necessary move for both Iran and Hezbollah and both deem the loss of support amongst the unassuming Sunnis as an unavoidable cost. Should the Shia loose Syria, Hezbollah and Iran will lose a critical mediation between them and if a Sunni government take power, considering the current heightened hatred amongst the Sunnis towards these two Shia powers, violence can erupt targeting Shias in Lebanon and Iraq which can then threaten the security of Iran. To lose that much after a great effort to create a positive image of the Shias in general and Persian Iran in particular against the Sunni Arab rulers who are known to be subservient to the west is a great blow to Iran.

However, the Syrian conflict also demonstrates the inability and refusal of the Sunni regimes to act in absence of western direct support. Even Turkey, who has gained so much popularity in the Muslim world through its charismatic leader Erdogan, is reluctant to militarily support the Syrian rebels without the blessing of NATO. If the situation stays as it is, all the Sunni regimes will lose their domestic support and admirers across the Muslim world. The Sunnis will lose their trust in the establishment and the fundamentalists will gain more popularity. Then, the Global Jihad Movement will gain a significant support base and the Muslim world will be shaken by a major revolution, in a scale larger than this Arab Spring. A rise of the Caliphate is not entirely impossible notwithstanding the certain opposition from all the governments around the world. This is a revolutionary movement initiated by the late Usamah bin Laden. He is a figure of hate in the West but has earned a reputation as a man who abandoned wealth to give his all for the cause of defending the Muslim nation. The US portrayed his death as a major milestone in its ‘war on terror’, but in reality, the movement which began in Afghanistan has spawned similar groups in most Muslim lands. Bin Laden’s successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri swiftly moved to merge these groups under the umbrella of the Global Jihad Movement. Nonetheless, the movement itself is not a structured organisation. Rather, it is more of a network of groups with identical ideologies. The goal is the Caliphate and Shari’a, the method is jihad and the enemies are the entire establishment. The significance of al-Shaam and particularly Palestine and Syria for Sunnis means that many of them consider the Syrian revolution as the perfect place to begin the struggle for Caliphate. Two other significant movements are in Khurasan (a land that consists of Afghanistan and some lands surrounding it) and Yemen. This explains the popularity of mujahideen movements in these areas amongst the fundamentalists. The Sunni believes, based on hadiths of the Prophet that from these areas will emerge Muslim armies which shall give victory to Islam.

All in all, the Syrian war is the beginning of a larger scale war and it will be a religious war. The main player will be the Global Jihad Movement and the enemy will be the entire establishment. This global encounter promises to be a long one and the cost may exceed all the previous wars recorded in history. The Sunni Muslims believe that the Caliphate shall definitely rise again, whether the West like it or not. At the moment, along with the political Hizb ut-Tahrir organisation, the Global Jihad Movement is the only group working towards this goal. This gives them a high standing among Muslims. While it is understandable that the West, Russia, China and Iran wish to preserve their interests in the region, they should refrain from being too involved since such will only worsen the situation. The conflict should be left to the Syrians and they should be allowed to choose the assistance they want. The regime has killed thousands indiscriminately. Thus, any negotiation with the regime is absolutely unacceptable. The move by Russia to back Bashar has hurt its global image and raised the profile of Chechen mujahideen who are also participating in this war. The West is not welcomed to intervene and surely Iran and Hezbollah are enemies of the Syrian Sunnis. The obligation to help the Syrians is upon the Sunnis and there have been calls for jihad from Syrian Sunnis since the beginning of the war. The Sunni Syrians only call for their co-religionists for help and since the Sunni rulers in the region are so hesitant and unwilling, the mujahideen are their only hope. It would be wise for the West to respect this sentiment. They have enraged so many Sunnis from their actions in Afghanistan and Iraq and now in Africa. The Muslims generally do not trust the West. Obviously, a military intervention is not an ideal move for the West although leaving the fundamentalists to control Syria will also backfire against them. Nonetheless, it is high time for the West to learn to respect the values and beliefs of the Muslims and leave them to sort their own problems. No person with dignity wants to live under foreign occupation or without sovereignty. It is a moral principle of liberty that anyone can understand but then in politics, this only applies to the powerful and as history has proven, hopes are for the poor and there is only greed for the affluent.

10.0 The Farce of Democracy and Considering the Shari’a

Before concluding the discussions and analysis, the study is compelled to address the issue of bias in the current academic circle with regard to Islam. Foreign policy analyses and academic papers has made the term ‘terrorist’ synonymous with Islam, creating a preconceived notion of negativity against Muslims who are not in conformity with western ideas. Scholarly literature seem to be more like propaganda dissemination tools void of openness towards differences in ideas. The entrenched mindset that western ideas and concepts are the best solution to all problems has hindered understanding and further alienates Islamic ideas. The misguided philosophy that democracy is inherently good and moral is another cause of concern. Democracy can only be good if the players are bound to a certain fixed moral laws and a set of moral standard becomes the highest law overriding any law passed by the legislature. As it is, democracy is a system without a moral compass; what is moral is decided by the majority and the majority is heavily influenced by media with all sorts of what was in the previous generations considered ‘immoral’. Such simplistic argument that democracy will restore peace in conflicting nations has indeed been proven false. In Iraq and Afghanistan, where the US and its allies claim to wish to build democratic nations, the chaos is worse than it was before their invasion.

The myth that democracy is the solution to all social problems and the best social system should be explained to the public. With democracy, power and money mixes through lobbies and activities of rent-seeking; resulting in a form of ‘legal corruption’. While removing a dictator is good, a change into democracy may not entirely solve the problem. And even in many constitutional republics with democratic tendencies, they are not purely democratic (Craner, 2011). Edward S. Herman in his one of his intellectual works, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media (1988)82 which was co-written by Noam Chomsky thoroughly discussed how the media controls thoughts, shape public opinions and direct masses towards approving the agenda of the oligarchs. In short, this useful analysis by Chomsky and Herman proves that liberal democracy in reality is far-off from the theoretical perspective of democracy. Democracy in reality is oligarchy or a tyranny consented by the majority. Subtly, this concept has been led to be deemed unambiguously faultless. One should understand that democracy is a system without any moral compass and through which anything can be made legal although immoral. When a majority has condoned an act, that act can be made legal. Through media, public opinions can be twisted to consent to actions which are against morality. To borrow the phrase of John Adam (1788)83, democracy can be a ‘tyranny of the majority’ or at times as Polybius coined in Histories, ochlocracy84’. In the real world, a true democracy does not exist, and even if it does, the system is nowhere near ideal. Therefore, the fierce loyalty towards democracy in the West needs a volte-face. To think that the system should be replicated in other countries by force is indeed a sign of lacking altruism amongst western politicians and academics.

The argument of the Muslims (the adherent Sunnis) is that they believe that when the Shari’a becomes the highest law, no politician or public officer or anyone can amend it. The Shari’a does not change in its core, only some matters can change with time but even that must be consistent with the Qur’an and the Sunnah. It is a system with a fixed moral law. The Shari’a is also all-encompassing and covers the whole aspects of life. In an Islamic Caliphate, the Shari’a applies to everyone and no one is above the law. The Caliph is elected by the Shura (a group of religious authorities, representatives of groups – majority and minority) based on attributes described by the Shari’a. The Caliph must be given allegiance unless the Shari’a is not applied or he is no longer deemed to match the traits outlined in the Shari’a. Therefore, even an emperor can be checked and morality can be preserved despite technological advances and cultural alterations. It is a system not void of popular choice but is one within a ‘moral boundary’. It is always best to have some restrictions on everyone. Unlike the views of Thomas Hobbes that life in the state of nature is ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’ or John Locke’s opinion that people are inherently good, individuals actually have both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ qualities due to the existence of ‘morality’ and ‘desires’ in all sane human beings. This is the view of Islam and thus, people have rights and responsibilities according to the Shari’a and they are unchanged despite the ages and progress. Thus, while certain things change in this world, there are things that do not change in Islam. Technological advancement is not opposed by Islam but the term ‘modernity’ needs proper clarification. A ‘modern’ society does not need to change its principles nor does it has to follow the definition of ‘modernity’ by the West. All communities in the world have their cultures and traditions. The West presents themselves as a society of high esteem who respect others and their values. Thus, logically, they should respect Muslim values as per the Shari’a and leave them to decide based on their Islamic creed.

It is in the understanding of the researcher, after a fair analysis of the actions of the US in its foreign policy towards the Muslim world, that the US views Muslims as a great threat to the western hegemony and civilization and their greatest concern is on the concept of jihad. A unification of Muslim lands under a Caliphate is certainly a threat. The economic, political and military power of such an empire represents an intolerable threat to the current balance of power. Since the goal of the Global Jihad Movement is exactly that, they are now the focus of a perpetual military aggression. Although most of their actions are retaliatory and defensive in nature, they have been designated as terrorists. The international community simply refuses to denounce the terrorist actions of the US and its allies. It should be obvious by now that exporting democracy into Muslim lands is only a pretext for invasion. The researcher feels that this is quite an apparent fact. A realistic analysis of actions of states would prove that states do not care about values; they only aim to maximise their interests. The US, the only hegemony in the world today (despite the rise of China and the revived Russia), is doing exactly that. The power it possesses (although many analysts think that it is dwindling) means that they can act without worrying the possibility of punishment. William Pitt the Elder, the Earl of Chatham and the British Prime Minister from 1766 to 1778, once uttered some words of wisdom in a speech to the UK House of Lords in 1770. He said, "Unlimited power is apt to corrupt the minds of those who possess it". He spoke the truth and the unchecked power of the US today is the manifestation of his words.

A renowned academician, Noam Chomsky in an interview with David Barsamian (in Monthly Review85, vol. 53, no. 6, November, 2001), explained that if the international law is truly applied then the US is the biggest terrorist, the leading terrorist state. Before the fall-out between the US and Saddam Hussein, the US used to support the Iraqi dictator. Chomsky cited the words of New York Times Middle East correspondent Alan Cowell who described the ‘strikingly unanimous view’ of the U.S. and its regional coalition partners: “whatever the sins of the Iraqi leader, he offered the West and the region a better hope for stability than did those who have suffered his repression.” He further explained using the case of Nicaragua in the 1980s which “was subjected to violent assault by the U.S. Tens of thousands of people died. The country was substantially destroyed, it may never recover.” If the words of President Carter’s National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski were indeed true, then the Global Jihad Movement of today which the US labels a ‘terrorist organisation’ was created with the help of the US to destroy the Soviet Union. He claimed to have instigated covert support for mujahideen fighting the Afghanistan government of that time to draw Russia into what he termed as the ‘Afghan Trap’. The US , along with Egypt, Pakistan, French intelligence, Saudi Arabian funding, and Israeli involvement, assembled a major army, a huge mercenary army, maybe 100,000 or more, and they drew from the most militant sectors they could find, which happened to be the Islamic fundamentalists, from all over, most of them not from Afghanistan. The movement called al-Qaeda which later evolved into the Global Jihad Movement is a product of US covert war against Russia in the 1980s which later became uncontrollable. The mujahideen never consider themselves as partners with the US or its allies. This was a mutually beneficial relationship at the time, a sort of ‘marriage of convenience’. They later turned against them and now, for the Global Jihad movement, the US is their primary adversary.

Globally, the desperation, anger and resentment of Muslims ranging from rich to poor, secular to radical Islamist regarding the poor conditions of many Muslims across the globe is known but have been largely ignored. Even the criminal actions of Russia in the Chechen territory and the vicious ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya Muslim community in Burma by the Buddhist majority have not received much international attention. From the eyes of an idealist, this is blatant hypocrisy but then, realistically, the establishment is simply protecting their egocentric interests and thus the Muslims, absent of rulers or governments who would act on the best interest of Islam and Muslims, have to resort to illegal means to resist western occupation, influence and intervention. Thus, it explains the rise of dissent towards the Arab regimes and the augmenting popularity of fundamentalism despite rigorous propaganda, legal and diplomatic measures to quell them. It is a natural cause-effect occurrence and the cycle is long and the cost is pricey while the endgame is far from certain. The Global Jihad Movement draws support from these frustrated Muslims. As more Sunni Muslims become victims to the brutality of any of the governments, more will turn to the mujahideen as the sanctuary will be larger in scale and eventually, the establishment shall overstretch their military and overspend on security. Quite possibly, they will wear out after some time while the mujahideen will gain more ground support and the ‘threat’ of the Caliphate shall then become very real.

In the case of Syria, there are Sunni rebels are demanding for the Sharia and that this revolution becomes the impetus for the rebirth of the Caliphate. Such call is very dominant all over Syria and the Syrian revolution is not more than a struggle for freedom. Many western media and analyses have ignored this fact and instead portray the rebels as freedom fighters and the mujahideen as terrorists. Should the western ego be put aside and a fair analysis of media releases conducted, scholars will realise that the aspirations of the Syrian rebel fighters are indeed the same with the foreign and local mujahideen although there are secular elements amongst the FSA brigades. Various videos released on popular video channels like Youtube testify to this fact. The Syrian Sunnis were the ones who called on Muslims to enter Syria for jihad and the foreign fighters responded out of compassion and sense of duty as fellow Muslims86. This implies that the mujahideen should more appropriately be called ‘helpers’ rather than terrorists. In the existing literature, for a decade or so since the declaration of ‘war on terror’, Muslims insisting on the upholding Islam has been called extremists or terrorists. Such prejudice should be removed and the west should accept that while Muslims respect their values, they have the right to have Islam as their way of life encompassing all aspects of life. The academic community should strive to present and analyse truth and not be confined to just western ideologies, rather it should open itself to the views of others and thus of Islam in this matter. The researcher wishes that this should change and differences in ideas should be cherished in the ought-to-be impartial academic realm in spite of political and cultural differences. Future studies on militant or the fundamentalist Muslims should adopt more neutral positions at the beginning and preconceived ideas prevalent in western politics should not cloud academic analyses and judgments. It is essential that this particular concern be addressed so that reason rather than sentiment prevail in academic discussions.
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1 Lakhdar Brahimi replaced Koffi Annan as the UN-Arab League envoy to Syria

2 Jihadis whose goal is to replace the regime with an Islamic State ruling based on the Shari’a and attempt to use Syria as a base for the establishment of the Islamic Caliphate.

3 The Sunni Muslims believe in a saying by the prophet Muhammad (hadith) that the caliphate shall return once the age of tyrants ruling over the Muslims ends. Many of them view the Arab Spring as a process towards that ends. There are also numerous hadiths on the role of the people of al-Sham (which include Syria) in the revival of Islam.

4 The fundamentalists are those insisting on the application of Islam in all aspects of life including in politics and the matter of ruling. This view is the opposite of secularism.

5 They are a branch of Sunni Islam who claim to interpret the texts of Islam i.e. the Qur’an and the Sunnah (prophetic traditions and saying) as understood by the first three generations of Muslims i.e. the Salaf us-Saleh (the Righteous Predecessors).

6 A clear example would be the Afghan Jihad where Muslims of different understanding of Islam unite in their fight against the Soviet Union and then the US-led invasion.

7 President Bush's Second Speech on 9/11 from Barksdaleby. Video available at http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&ved=0CD0QtwIwAQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DNsjgjM56HRw&ei=E5gFUc28LIvRrQfD84DADw&usg=AFQjCNEHYk48OHKqp3yNSDa6paKeMgUrzQ&bvm=bv.41524429,d.bmk

 

8 In addition to the obvious religious sentiment in former British Prime Minister Tony Blair's speech on the London bombings, delivered at the Labour Party national conference on July 16, 2005 (Report available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/4689363.stm). Sir Richard Dannatt, the former head of the British army stated that the objective for Britain and US in Afghanistan is preventing the establishment of a Caliphate that would expand from South Asia until it could threaten Europe at the Mediterranean. Video available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_detailpage&v=1YM_dr0J7Q0

 

9 The military wing of Hamas

10

11 In a conservative estimate, at least 132,000 civilians have died from 10 years of war in Iraq and Afghanistan, according to a new study by Brown University’s Watson Institute for International Studies. No one can say with certainty how many civilians have died in these wars. However, the research found that between 12,000 and 14,000 of them perished in Afghanistan. Another 120,000 died in Iraq. An estimated 35,000 more lost their lives in Pakistan. (See Spencer Ackerman (2011), Afghanistan, Iraq Wars Killed 132,000 Civilians, Report Says. Retrieved on September 19, 2012 from http://www.wired.com/dangerroom/2011/06/afghanistan-iraq-wars-killed-132000-civilians-report-says/)

 

12 The Center for Strategic Communication is a research unit of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences and a strategic initiative of the Hugh Downs School of Human Communication at Arizona State University. Established in 2005, the center promotes advanced research, teaching, and public discussions of the role of communication in combating terrorism, promoting national security, and improving public diplomacy.

 

13 Level of belief

14 “The best form of jihad is to speak the truth in the face of a tyrant ruler.” (Abu Daawud and Al-Tirmidhi)

 

15 a controversial term equating some modern Islamic movements with the European fascist movements of the early twentieth century

 

16 The Sunni Muslims only accept Zaidi Shia as fellow Muslims.

17 Sufism is generally understood by scholars and Sufis to be the inner, mystical, or psycho-spiritual dimension of Islam. While the term Tasawwuf (purification of the heart) has been used as the Arabic word for Sufism in English literature, the actual origin or the term Sufi is from the word Suffah (wool) owing to the fact that they used to wear wool clothes as a sign of ascetism. There is also an argument that the term is derived from the term Ahlus Suffah (people of As-Suffah). Ibn Taymiyyah said, “As-Suffah was at the back of the mosque of the Prophet in its northern part, in Al-Madeenah Al-Munawwarah (Medina).” Ibn Hajar said, “As-Suffah was a sheltered place that was at the back of the mosque of the Prophet . It was prepared as a place of residence for strangers who did not have homes or families.” The people of As-Suffah are emigrants who dedicated their lives to studying Islam from the Prophet Muhammad. They had no relatives in Medina or wealth.

Abdul A'la Maududi, Jihad in Islam, p.6, 7, 22



18

19 One of his famous sayings is, "Oh you Muslims! You have slept for a long time, long enough for the tyrants to take control over you. You accepted to live as slaves and submitted to tyrants. Now the time has come to revolt and destroy the shackle of slavery." Another is, "History does not write its lines except with blood. Glory does not build its loft edifice except with skulls. Honour and respect cannot be established except on a foundation of cripples and corpses. Empires, distinguished peoples, states and societies cannot be established except with examples. Indeed those who think that they can change reality, or change societies, without blood, sacrifices and invalids, without pure, innocent souls, then they do not understand the essence of this Deen (way of life) and they do not know the method of the best of the Messengers (may Allah bless him and grant him peace)."

 

20 In Islam, Muslims are not allowed to kill a fellow Muslim without any Shari’a-based justifications

21 In the words of a prominent early expert on hadith ‘Alqamah bin Qais an-Nakha’i (62 H): “Indeed the Shias have been excessive in their glorification of Ali as the Christians have vanerated Jesus son of Mary” (As-Sunnah, 2/548). Al-Imam Malik bin Anas (179 H), the Maliki school of thought founder, prohibited a Muslim from getting close to Rafidhi Shias, saying, “Do not talk to them and never relate any hadith from them for they are liars” (Minhajus Sunnah, 1/61). ‘Abdurrahman bin Mahdi (198 H) did not consider Rafidhi Shiism as a sect of Islam (Khalqu Af’alil ‘Ibad). Al-Imam Asy-Syafi’i (204 H), the Syafi’i school of thought founder, further strengthen the view saying, “I have never seen slaves of desires more deceitful in words and use more false witnesses than the Rafidhi Shias” (Al-Ibanah al-Kubra, 2/545). Al-Khallal (in As Sunnah karya al-Khallal, 3/493) related that that Abu Bakar al-Marwazi reported that Imam Ahmad (the founder of Hanbali school of thought) do not consider those who insult Abu Bakar (the first Caliph), Umar (the second Caliph) and ‘Aisyah (the youngest wife of Prophet Muhammad) as Muslims. The Shias consider condemning these figures as a noble act. They detest Abu Bakar and Umar for becoming the Caliph, considering Ali (the fourth Caliph and the cousin of the Prophet) as the legitimate inheritor from the Prophet despite Ali not objecting to their appointments. The curse ‘Aisyah for her revolt against Ali after the death of Uthman (the third Caliph) after some misunderstandings. Sunni references accounted all them to be highest regarded among the companions of the Prophet. This explains the anonymous rejection of Shiism by the four main school of thought in Islamic Jurisprudence.

Due to the obligation of taqiyya (being pretentious or lie to conceal one’s faith) in most Shiism sects which can be practiced at all times. Those who do not do taqiyya are not believers according to the Shias. The Sunnis reject the concept as a form of hypocrisy which is a great sin for them. For Sunnis, the only time a Muslim can conceal his/her faith is in the face of certain persecution. In the view of most Sunnis, in practical terms, taqiyya of the Shias is manifested as dissimulation, lying, deceiving, vexing and confounding with the intention of deflecting attention, foiling or pre-emptive blocking.

Fitnah is an Arabic term referring to any type of trial or tribulation.
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24 Ijma’ is an Arabic term referring to the consensus or agreement of the Muslim community. Various schools of thought within Islamic jurisprudence may define this consensus as that of the first generation of Muslims only (this is the most accepted view); the consensus of the first three generations of Muslims; the consensus of the jurists and scholars of the Muslim world, or scholarly consensus; or the consensus of all the Muslim world, both scholars and laymen. The validity of Ijma’ is based upon the authentic hadith of Prophet Muhammad which states that "My ummah will never agree upon an error". Sunni Muslims regard ijma’ as the third fundamental source of Shari’a law, after the divine revelation of the Qur'an, the prophetic practice or Sunnah.

The use of analogy as precedent in Shari'a jurisprudence. It is the fourth source of the Shari’a.
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26 Narrated Abu Sa'id:

While the Prophet was distributing (something, 'Abdullah bin Dhil Khawaisira At-Tamimi came and said, "Be just, O Allah's Apostle!" The Prophet said, "Woe to you ! Who would be just if I were not?" 'Umar bin Al-Khattab said, "Allow me to cut off his neck ! " The Prophet said, " Leave him, for he has companions, and if you compare your prayers with their prayers and your fasting with theirs, you will look down upon your prayers and fasting, in comparison to theirs. Yet they will go out of the religion as an arrow darts through the game's body in which case, if the Qudhadh of the arrow is examined, nothing will be found on it, and when its Nasl is examined, nothing will be found on it; and then its Nadiyi is examined, nothing will be found on it. The arrow has been too fast to be smeared by dung and blood. The sign by which these people will be recognized will be a man whose one hand (or breast) will be like the breast of a woman (or like a moving piece of flesh). These people will appear when there will be differences among the people (Muslims)." Abu Sa'id added: I testify that I heard this from the Prophet and also testify that 'Ali killed those people while I was with him. The man with the description given by the Prophet was brought to 'Ali. The following Verses were revealed in connection with that very person (i.e., 'Abdullah bin Dhil-Khawaisira At-Tarnimi): 'And among them are men who accuse you (O Muhammad) in the matter of (the distribution of) the alms.'

- Sahih Bukhari, Volume 9, Book 84, Number 67

Innovations in religious matters or religious practices with no basis from the Qur’an and the traditions of the Prophet and his companions
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28 A term referring to a single companion of the Prophet Muhammad.

29 The first Khawaarij according to the history of Islam

30 Disbelievers

31 A deviant sect by Sunni standard (or more precisely the self-proclaimed salafiyya) who refuse to denounce a person to be a disbeliever despite committing an act which clearly nullified his/her faith with clear reference of the Qur’an and Sunnah.

32 A strain of Islamist thought within the larger Salafi movement based on the writings of Rabee Al-Madkhali, a Saudi Arabian cleric who unlike the mujahideen, is opposed to disobeying a ruler and openly support dictatorships and kingships or any leadership of a Muslim country although they do not implement the Shari’a. This group, however, is very critical of others who disagree with them often discrediting them with terms deemed offensive in Islam such as Bidii’ and Kuffar. This group is opposed by the Salafi Jihadi group who calls the Murjii’ i.e. those who refuse to denounce as disbelievers those who openly perform acts of disbelief (not ruling by the Shari’a is one of such acts).

33 A pivot is a fixed subset of valuations which are considered to be the important ones in the absolute sense. In international relations a pivot would mean an influential player around which other players’ decisions rotate. These other players whose decisions are dependent on/influenced by the pivot are the binaries and they rotate around the pivot. If the pivot’s influence wanes, the relation changes from pivotal relation into preferential relation. If the non-pivot players do not move together but are all influenced by the pivot, the appropriate term would be ‘pivotal divisions’.

34 A militarily powerful state with superiority in naval forces, naval technology and maritime control (e.g.: former British Empire, the United States of America)

35 A militarily powerful state with superiority in land military, land geopolitics (e.g.: Russia)

36 Halford John Mackinder advanced his Heartland Theory in his article "The Geographical Pivot of History" submitted to the Royal Geographical Society in 1904 in which he extended the scope of geopolitical analysis to encompass the entire globe. (See H.J. Mackinder, 1996)

4 Rimland is a concept championed by Nicholas John Spykman to describe the maritime fringe of a country or continent; in particular, the densely populated western, southern, and eastern edges of the Eurasian continent. He asserted that Rimland, the strip of coastal land that encircles Eurasia, is more important than the central Asian zone (the so-called Heartland) for the control of the Eurasian continent. Spykman's vision is at the base of the "containment politics" put into effect by the United States in its relation/position to the Soviet Union during the post-war period.
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38 Powerful countries with significant military, political and economic capabilities

39 A region of instability caught between stronger colliding external cultural-political forces, under persistent stress, and often fragmented by aggressive rivals.

40 Mind that the researcher refers to the establishment as the present powers dominating the international politics.

41 The Core, where “globalization is thick with network connectivity, financial transactions, liberal media flows, and collective security,” is characterized by “stable governments, rising standards of living, and more deaths by suicide than murder.” E.g.: North America, Europe, Japan, Russia, India, China, Brazil, Chile, and Argentina.

 

42 The Gap, where “globalization is thinning or just plain absent,” is “plagued by politically repressive regimes, widespread poverty and disease, routine mass murder, and—most important - the chronic conflicts that incubate the next generation of global terrorists.” E.g.: South America (minus Brazil, Argentina, and Chile), most of Africa, the Middle East, and central Asia. This part of the world contains most of the “failed states” that epitomize the perceived failures of globalization.

43 The researcher views the US as an empire which, unlike the British Empire which ruled its colonies directly, maintains tight controls over governments and rulers across the globe. However, the American empire is losing its influence due to the rise of new powers like China, the recovery of former power i.e. Russia and the growing strength of allies like Turkey, India, Pakistan which reduces dependencies. The fall of regimes in the Arab world further creates uncertainty for the future of the American empire.

44 The Institute for Economics & Peace (2012), 2012 Global Terrorism Index: Capturing the Impact of Terrorism for the Last Decade. Retrievable at http://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/2012-Global-Terrorism-Index-Report1.pdf



 

45 Abdel Bari Atwan (in "The Secret History of Al Qaeda", p. 221. University of California Press, 2006. ISBN 0-520-24974-7) summarizes this strategy as comprising five stages to rid the Ummah from all forms of oppression:

i. Provoke the United States and the West into invading a Muslim country by staging a massive attack or string of attacks on U.S. soil that results in massive civilian casualties.

ii. Incite local resistance to occupying forces.

iii. Expand the conflict to neighbouring countries, and engage the U.S. and its allies in a long war of attrition.

iv. Convert al-Qaeda into an ideology and set of operating principles that can be loosely franchised in other countries without requiring direct command and control, and via these franchises incite attacks against the U.S. and countries allied with the U.S. until they withdraw from the conflict.

v. The U.S. economy will finally collapse by the year 2020 under the strain of multiple engagements in numerous places, making the worldwide economic system which is dependent on the U.S. also collapse leading to global political instability, which in turn leads to a global jihad led by al-Qaeda and a Caliphate will then be installed across the world following the collapse of the U.S. and the rest of the Western world countries.

A political doctrine that ends justifies means by Niccolò di Bernardo dei Machiavelli in The Prince (published in 1532)

 

46 See Michael F. Scheuer (2004), Imperial Hubris: Why the West Is Losing the War on Terror. Brassey's, Inc. ISBN 1-57488-849-8

 

47 Islamic jurisprudence and legislation based on the 4 legal sources namely the Qur’an, the traditions and the words of the Prophet Muhammad, the ijma’ (consensus) of scholars and jurists and qias (situational comparison and adaptation).

48 Cheryl Bernard is a political analyst for a number of research institutions specializing in Afghanistan and the Middle East affairs. She is an adjunct researcher with the RAND Corporation and the President of ARCH International, a DC-based non-profit research and advocacy organization dedicated to the support of cultural activism in all situations of post-conflict. Previously she was the research director of a European think tank, the Boltzmann Institute of Politics and prior to that, she taught Political Science at the University of Vienna. In her book Civil Democratic Islam: Partners, Resources, and Strategies (2004), she expressed the need for the west to ‘change Islam’ to suit the interests of the west and thus away from the fundamentals of Islam.

49 See interview at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t9Rwo-Oicj8

50 See interview at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YfiCRd5_NdA

51 Hanin Mazaya (2012), IM Suriah : Keputusan salah mencap Front an-Nushrah sebagai kelompok "teroris". Arrahmah.com publication December 12, 2012. Retrieved on December 12, 2012 from http://arrahmah.com/read/2012/12/12/25400-im-suriah-keputusan-salah-mencap-front-an-nushrah-sebagai-kelompok-teroris.html

 

52 A group of Nusayri mercenary militia loyal to the regime. The term Shabiha in Arabi means thugs. This group is allegedly given a license to kill protesters and armed rebels by the regime.

53 A protest video in Syria rejecting the Arab League, the West and call for Caliphate. Retrievable at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lxsIg_4VwnA

54 The Iran–Contra affair, also referred to as Irangate, Contragate or the Iran-Contra scandal, was a political scandal in the United States that came to light in November 1986. During the Reagan administration, senior administration officials secretly facilitated the sale of arms to Iran, the subject of an arms embargo. Some U.S. officials also hoped that the arms sales would secure the release of hostages and allow U.S. intelligence agencies to fund the Nicaraguan Contras, a vicious militia that aimed to overthrow the Marxist government at the time. Under the Boland Amendment, further funding of the Contras by the government had been prohibited by Congress.

 

55 A video showing explicit admission by former Iran President, Ayatollah Mohammad Khatami on Iran’s assistane to US in the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq.

57 There are reports that the Saudi government offered rewards for information leading to capture of mujahideen in the country. One such stiry available at http://www.islamicawakening.com/viewarticle.php?articleID=664

58 A branch of Shia which believes in 12 Imams (Caliph) from the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad through Ali bin Abi Thalib and the daughter of the Prophet, Fathimah al-Zahra.

59 A branch of Shia founded by Abu Shu'ayb Muhammad ibn Nusayr which worship Ali bin Abi Thalib as the manifestation of God on earth.

60 The only Shia branch acknowledged by the Sunnis as fellow Muslims. This sect is the only Shia sect that does not insult the companions of the Prophet despite some different practices from the Sunnis.

61 One of the strict adherents of the Qur’an and Sunnah amongst the Sufis are the Deobandis, a group who study in Deoband, Pakistan. This group mainly base their religious thoughts on the Hanafi school of thought and unlike other Sufis, reject any practice void of any evidence from the Qur’an, Sunnah, Ijma’ and Qias.

62 Kavkazcenter (2013), Christian battalion Ansarullah joins Syria's Mujahideen, published 8 January 2013. Retrieved on January 8, 2013 from http://www.kavkazcenter.com/eng/content/2013/01/08/17233.shtml

 

63 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/711020/Bashar-al-Assad

64 Caroline Akoum (2012), The al-Assad’s Syria: A history of violence. Retrieved on September 4, 2012 from http://www.asharq-e.com/news.asp?id=28891

65 Grand Ayatollah Hassan Shirazi, a Shia scholar from an Iranian family and who was exiled from Iraq to Lebanon issued a fatwa (religious edict) in 1972 approving the Nusayris as Shia Muslims. In 1973, Imam Musa al-Sadr from the Twelve-Imam Shi'a established the Supreme Islamic Shiite Council in Lebanon and appointed a Lebanese Nusayri as the Head of the Council and as Shia mufti of Northern Lebanon as a recognition of the Nusayri.

 

66 See Leon Goldsmith (2012), “Alawites for Assad: Why the Syrian Sect Backs the Regime”, Foreing Affairs publication April 16, 2012. Retrieved on July 27, 2012 from http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/137407/leon-goldsmith/alawites-for-assad?cid=nlc-

67 Sharp, Jeremy M. (2008), Syria: Background and U.S. Relations. CRS Report for Congress, Washington, DC.

68 Kavkaz Center (2013), Mujahideen attacked convoy of high-ranking mercenaries from Russia and Iran in Damascus. Kavkaz Center publication January 13, 2013. Retrieved on January 19, 2013 from http://www.kavkazcenter.com/eng/content/2013/01/13/17253.shtml

69 Muhib Al-Majdi (2012), All FSA brigades concede that Jabhah Nushrah is the most effective group fighting the Syrian regime (translated). Arrahmah.com publication November 27, 2012. Retrieved on November 28, 2012 from http://arrahmah.com/read/2012/11/27/25066-semua-kesatuan-fsa-sepakat-mengakui-jabhah-nushrah-kelompok-paling-keras-menghajar-militer-rezim-suriah.html

70 Suleiman Al-Khalidi (2013), Syrian rebels make slow headway in south. Reuters publication January 31, 2013. Retrievable from http://news.yahoo.com/donors-meet-target-1-5-billion-aid-stricken-055120224.html

 

71 Muhib Al-Majdi (2013), Saudi Mufti prohibit scholars call for jihad in Syria (translated). Arrahmah.com publication January 8, 2013. Retrieved on January 8, 2013 from http://arrahmah.com/read/2013/01/08/25974-mufti-arab-saudi-melarang-ulama-serukan-berjihad-di-suriah.html

 

72 Robert F. Worth (2012), Citing U.S. Fears, Arab Allies Limit Syrian Rebel Aid. The New York Times publication October 6, 2012. Retrieved on October 8, 2012 from http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/07/world/middleeast/citing-us-fears-arab-allies-limit-aid-to-syrian-rebels.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0

 

73 Hanin Mazaya (2012), Weapons inflow fell into the hands of the mujahideen (translated). Arrahmah.com publication October 16, 2012. Retrieved on October 22, 2012 from http://arrahmah.com/read/2012/10/16/23982-senjata-paling-terlarang-di-suriah-telah-jatuh-ke-tangan-pejuang-islam.html

74 a Scottish satirical writer, essayist, historian, critic, sociological writer and teacher during the Victorian rule of Britain (See http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/carlyle/carlyle4.html)

75 Hanin Mazaya (2012), Syrian war spreads to Lebanon, border clash killed 4 (translated). Arrahmah.com publication December 11, 2012. Retrieved on December 12, 2012 from http://arrahmah.com/read/2012/12/11/25381-perang-suriah-merembet-ke-lebanon-pertempuran-di-perbatasan-tewaskan-4-orang.html

76 Siraaj (2012), Iran admits to sending its elite forces to Syria (translated). Arrahmah.com publication September 18, 2012. Retrieved on September 29, 2012 from http://arrahmah.com/read/2012/09/18/23283-iran-akui-pasukan-elitnya-berada-di-suriah.html

77 The fundamentalists regard these regimes as apostates for their refusal to rule by the Shari’a and their help to the West in invading Muslim lands.

78 This is the term by the mujahideen used to substitute ‘suicidal attacks’, thus creating a positive perception towards such actions. In Islam, suicide is great sin while martyrdom is a great achievement.

79 Kavkaz Center (2012), U.S. concern with rise of 'jihadists' and stir up FSA rebels against Mujahideen. Kavkaz Center publication September 7, 2012. Retrieved on September 10, 2012 from http://www.kavkazcenter.com/eng/content/2012/09/07/16633.shtml

80 Department of Monitoring Kavkaz Center (2012), SYRIA: Rebels swear to Emir of Jubhat al-Nusra. FSA merges with Mujahideen. Publication 23 August 2012, retrieved on August 27, 2012 from http://www.kavkazcenter.com/eng/content/2012/08/23/16583.shtml

81

i) From Zayd ibn thabit Al-ansari said I heard the Messenger say: “O tooba (a tree in paradise/glad tidings) for the Shaam!, O tooba (a tree in paradise/glad tidings) for the Shaam!, O tooba (a tree in paradise/glad tidings) for the Shaam!”

They said: “O Messanger of Allah! How did they get this?” He replied “The angels of Allah have rested their wings upon the Shaam”

Al-albani says: The hadith is Sahih. It was narrated in Al-tirmidhi and other than it.

ii) From Abdulla Ibn Hawala, the Messanger said: “You will be split up into groups of armies. An army will be in Al-shaam, an army in Iraq, and an army in Yemen.”

Abdullah said: I stood up and said…”choose for me oh Messenger of Allah.”

The Prophet said: “Upon you is Al-shaam; and whoever cannot, let him go to Yemen, and let him drink from its water, for Allah has assured (secured) for me Al-shaam and its people.

Rabi’a said: I heard Aba Idris narrating this hadith and he would say: “whoever Allah has given assurance then there is no fear over him.”

iii) From Abdullah Ibn Omar he said: The messenger of Allah said, I saw a pillar of the book was taken from underneath my pillow and I looked and it was an extending light directed toward Al-shaam. Verily al-iman (the faith), at the time of fitan (turmoil) is in Al-shaam.

iv) From Mu’awiya ibn Qura (raised to the Prophet): The Messenger said: “If the people of Al-shaam are corrupted then there is no good in you. There will always be a group of my Ummah that will be victorious, and they will not be harmed by those who seek to humiliate them until the hour comes.

Taken from Takhreej Ahadith Fada’il Ahl Al-shaam wa Dimashq (Analysing the Prophetic Sayings Regarding the Virtues of al-Sham and Damascus) by: Muhammad Nasir Deen al-Albani



82 Herman, Edward S.; Chomsky, Noam (1988), Manufacturing Consent. Pantheon Books, New York.



83 See John Adams (1788), A Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America, Vol. 3 (London: 1788), p. 291

84 Mob rule. Ochlocracy (‘rule of the general populace’) is democracy (‘rule of the people’) spoiled by demagoguery, ‘tyranny of the majority’ and the rule of passion over reason, just like oligarchy (‘rule of a few’) is aristocracy (‘rule of the best’) spoiled by corruption, and tyranny is monarchy spoiled by lack of virtue. Ochlocracy is synonymous in meaning and usage to the modern, informal term ‘mobocracy,’ which emerged from a much more recent colloquial etymology.

85Retrievable at http://www.monthlyreview.org/1101chomsky.htm

86 Muslims are supposed to view each other as brothers/sisters in faith, a bond stronger than blood relative. A good Muslim is supposed to desire for another Muslim what he/she desire for him/herself.