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By Stephen Schwartz

Baqa al-Gharbiyya, Israel—A
high-level academic conference on
Sufism, the spiritual tradition in
Islam, was held here on May 24-
25, and it offered lessons apart
from any involving religion. For
anyone unacquainted with actual
life in Israel – and for academics
lured by demagogic calls for a
boycott of the Jewish state – the
conference might have provided
a revelation of often-unspoken
truths.

The “First International Con-
ference—In The Footsteps of Su-
fism: History, Trends and Praxis”
was hosted by the Al-Qasemi
Academy, an institution that, in
the words of an enthusiastic stu-
dent, “hopes to be the first Mus-
lim university in Israel.” Baqa al-
Gharbiyya, where it is located, is
a town divided by the “green line”
between Israel and the West
Bank, and the school is on the
Israeli side of the frontier. With
about 2,000 students, mainly
women, it receives 35 percent of
its budget from the Israeli Min-
istry of Education and the rest
from private donors. Al-Qasemi
(with the accent on the first syl-
lable in “Qasemi”) is planning a
second campus, to award bache-
lor’s degrees in technology, but
has yet to develop a budget for
it.

Here a digression on Israel’s
minorities may be in order for
anyone surprised that the Israeli
authorities would subsidize an
Islamic school. Nearly 17 percent
of Israel’s population is Muslim.
Overwhelmingly Arabs, these Is-
raeli citizens number about 1.6
million in a total population of
7.5 million. They carry Israeli
passports and have secular edu-
cational opportunities equal to
those of their Jewish neighbors.
Most are bilingual in Arabic and
Hebrew. They have enjoyed full
voting rights since the Israeli par-
liament, the Knesset, first met in
1949. It is sometimes pointed out
that Israeli Arabs have more po-
litical freedom than Arabs any-
where else in the Middle East,
with the exception of Iraq since
the mid-2000s.

The non-Jewish population of
Israel also includes Arab Chris-
tians (2 percent of the total cen-
sus) and Druzes (1.7 percent). Is-
raeli Arabs are not required to
serve in the Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF), though some vol-
unteer for duty as soldiers, and
more perform “national service,”
usually involving tasks like com-
munity administration, for which
they receive the same salary and
benefits as soldiers. Another

170,000 or so Israelis are itiner-
ant Bedouins, who have their
own dialect and perceive them-
selves as victims of discrimina-
tion by other Arabs; some of
them, too, volunteer for the IDF.
Israeli Arabs are employed
throughout the civil administra-
tive apparatus.

The Druzes, who number
around 100,000 (except for
20,000 in the Golan Heights who
claim to be Syrians) are required
to serve in the IDF. Druzes follow
an esoteric faith derived from
Shiism, but now consider them-
selves outside Islam. They are
tough mountain people and
hardy fighters.

The Al-Qasemi complex was
founded in 1967 and the school
in 1989, with only 40 students,
by a Sufi sheikh, Husni al-Din al-
Qasemi, and his four sons. The
last of these, sheikh Abd al-Rauf
al-Qasemi, now serves as its spir-
itual guide. Its current, large in-
stallation is typically crowded
with a cross section of Israeli
Muslims: clerics of dignified
mien; women teachers and stu-
dents, some wearing the head-
scarf (hijab), some without (the
niqab, or face veil, is nowhere in
sight). The school is affiliated
with the Khalwati Sufi order,
which is so named because its
adherents engage in “khalwa” or
periodic seclusion from the out-
side world. Khalwati Sufis are
found in all Muslim countries.

According to a statement of
its vision, the school maintains
an Arabic-language program that
“seeks to make Arabic compatible
with the needs of sciences, liter-
ature, and arts … [and] recent
developments [in] contemporary
culture and modern life.” The
means to realize this project in-
clude publication of a new dic-
tionary of contemporary Arabic,
production of an encyclopedia of
modern Palestinian literature,
and publication of an academic
journal, Al-Majma (“Collection”),
with articles in Arabic and Eng-
lish.

Al-Qasemi’s first academic
conference on Sufism was re-
markable for the range of partic-
ipants. Jews and Muslims who
study and teach in the country’s
“Jewish” universities—the He-
brew University of Jerusalem
(HUJ), Bar-Ilan University, the
University of Haifa—were joined
by Westerners of Christian back-
ground. All the papers presented,
to an audience of about 100 each
day, were serious and significant.
Muslim academics spoke on the
history of Khalwati Sufism, the
lives and works of notable Sufis,
and Arab poetry.

Jewish professors, like
Shmuel Moreh of HUJ, ad-
dressed similar themes. An Iraqi
Jew born in 1933, Moreh lectured
on an Egyptian Muslim historian,
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Here’s an observation of mine about an aspect
of “War’s New Face” from 2003:

“The outcome of war used to be the overriding
question. Nowadays, when it’s West vs. non-West,
the vast disparity in economics, technology, ma-
teriel, training and organization virtually assures a
Western victory. This assumed, attention focuses
on very different matters, such as the duration of
hostilities and the number of casualties.”

Note also how soldiers are now expected to observe
police-like procedures and collect forensic evidence.
Examples include U.S. forces vs. Saddam Hussein or
Israelis vs. Hamas. The Western power fits the role of
police force, the disgraced political leader becomes the
criminal, and the non-Western population (e.g. Iraqis
or Gazans) serves as victim of the crime.

Once-omnipotent leaders increasingly flee like
common criminals, becoming fugitives. They hide
from massive manhunts, are caught, tried, con-
victed, and jailed or executed. Consider cases along
these lines:

* Slobodan Milošević, president of Serbia, ar-
rested in March 2001 and died in his prison cell.

* Saddam Hussein, dictator of Iraq, caught in
December 2003, executed.

* Radovan Karadžić, president of Republika Srp-
ska, arrested in July 2008 and being tried.

* Osama bin Laden, terrorist mastermind, exe-
cuted in May 2011.

* Ratko Mladić, Bosnian Serb military com-
mander, arrested in May 2011, his trial starts to-
day.

Two others remain on the lam:
* Mullah Omar, dictator of Afghanistan.
* Mu’ammar al-Qaddafi, dictator of Libya.
Comment: This new pattern has become so common

as to seem routine, especially with May 2011 being the
occasion of two wanted men tracked down. But it is a
recent development resulting from disparities in power
and the growing sense of warfare being an extension of
police work. (June 3, 2011)

(Courtesy of Daniel Pipes - Reprinted from 
http://www.danielpipes.org/blog/2011/06/tyr

ants-on-the-run-like-common-criminals)

Tyrants on the run, 
like common criminals
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Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, who
fiercely opposed the Wahhabi
fundamentalists who pillaged
Arabia and eventually created the
Saudi kingdom. Moreh delivered
his paper in Arabic, which he de-
scribed to me as his “mother
tongue.” Moreh, who is unwaver-
ing in his commitment to the
Jewish state, told me he writes
love poetry in Arabic. He has been
invited to return to Iraq but has
declined. He clearly enjoyed
warm respect from his Arab col-
leagues.

Many of the papers were de-
livered in English, some in He-
brew, and some in Arabic. Itzchak
Weismann, an internationally
recognized authority on Sufism
and on Syrian Islam, discussed
the place of Sufis in “the age of
globalization.” Weismann, head
of the Jewish-Arab Centre at
Haifa University, has become an
important interlocutor for Israeli
Jews on the subject of the Arab
Spring—or Muslim Spring, since
it includes Iran. Weismann has
played a particularly important
role in refuting claims by the Syr-
ian government that protests
against the tyranny of Bashar al-
Assad are driven by Salafis, that
is, Saudi-backed Wahhabi funda-
mentalists.

Carl Ernst of the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, de-

scribed his rendition into English
of the poetry of Mansour al-Hal-
laj, the most famous of the Sufi
dissenters, who was executed for
alleged heresy in Baghdad in 922
CE. Ernst proved to be a strikingly
gifted translator. Al-Hallaj, who
was purportedly killed for having
proclaimed, in an ecstatic state,
“I am the truth,” using a descrip-
tive of God (al-Haqq), is still de-
bated by Muslims and Western
scholars of Islam as hotly as he
was in his own time.

But to emphasize, the most im-
pressive aspect of the Al-Qasemi
conference was that it stood as a
reproach to the academics—both
Israeli Jews and Westerners—
who call for a boycott of Israel
and its system of higher learning.
“Boycott” is the first term in a ma-
lign triangle of measures intended
to isolate and ostracize the Jewish
state—along with “divestment”
and “sanctions.” The campaign to
delegitimize Israel is nothing
new; one may look back at the in-
famous “Zionism is Racism” res-
olution maintained by the United
Nations from 1975 to 1991.

I asked several members of the
Al-Qasemi faculty what they
thought of the call for an aca-
demic boycott of Israel. Arin
Salamah-Qudsi, a female profes-
sor at the University of Haifa and
teacher at Al-Qasemi, who organ-
ized and ran the conference with

outstanding efficiency, expressed
disregard for the project. Calling
on foreign academics to boycott
Israel would harm Israeli Mus-
lims no less than Israeli Jews and
Christians, she said. Why, after
all, should Islamic scholars avoid
opportunities to meet and coop-
erate with Muslim clerics, Sufis,
and academics inside Israel?

The roster of academic affilia-
tions at the conference gave evi-
dence of opportunities available
to Arab Muslim scholars in the
Israeli system of higher educa-
tion. Salamah-Qudsi, whose pa-
per described issues of Sufi prac-
tice in Baghdad during the 12th
and 13th centuries, provided one
example. 

Khalid Abu Ras, who is work-
ing toward his doctorate at Bar-
Ilan University, lectured on the
Islamic conception of “Imitatio
Dei,” or emulation of God’s at-
tributes, using the Latin phrase
as well as Arabic terminology.
Khalid Sindawi, who teaches at
the Jewish-founded Academic
College of Emek Yezreel and at
Al-Qasemi, described the impact
of Sufi beliefs on Shia Islam. In a
video conference, Ammar
Badawi, the mufti (sharia judge)
of Tulkarm on the West Bank,
evoked the lyrics of Sheikh
Mustafa Al-Bakri Al-Siddiqi, a no-
table Sufi poet.

Daphna Ephrat, of the Open

University of Israel, who has writ-
ten authoritatively on Arab Sufis
in the 12th and 13th centuries,
presented a paper. I observed to
her that there are “two Israels”—
the real one in which Jews and
Arabs work and live alongside
each other day by day, and the
nightmarish “apartheid” state
conjured up in the propaganda of
Israel’s enemies. She told me her
work on Palestinian Sufism had
been denounced in an American
academic journal as “Oriental-
ist”—the insult made infamous by
the late Edward Said.

In 2008, Vehbi Bajrami, an Al-
banian American journalist of
Muslim background, visited Al-
Qasemi and wrote in Illyria, the
Albanian-language semiweekly he
publishes in New York, that the
school was conceived by the Sufis
as a means of allowing Israeli
Muslims to study their religion
without going abroad and receiv-
ing “ideas that were deemed in-
appropriate for the community.”
Bajrami was told by Dalia Fadila,
a lecturer in English literature at
Al-Qasemi, “It is unfortunate that
most of the programs for studying
Islam in Muslim academic insti-
tutions are driven by dogmatic
frameworks of thought that would
make sense only centuries ago.”

Al-Qasemi is nothing like the
radical madrassas that proliferate
in Muslim lands. With the help

of the Israeli authorities, it has
become a model Muslim college.
It is unique within Israel’s bor-
ders today, although the country
also has a much smaller Arab
Christian institution for higher
education, Mar Elias College (also
known as the Nazareth Academic
Institute, NAI), established in
2002 as a branch of the Univer-
sity of Indianapolis, which is af-
filiated with the United Methodist
Church. In 2009 the Israeli gov-
ernment approved the establish-
ment of Mar Elias University,
which must subsist on private do-
nations for five years before it
qualifies for state funds. Several
other Christian academic institu-
tions operate in Israel, but serve
students coming to the Holy Land
from abroad.

During the conference, a num-
ber of students asked me, rather
shyly, if I thought Sufism could
bring peace to the Middle East. I
answered honestly that I do not
know and hesitate to make pre-
dictions. But an institution like
Al-Qasemi is certainly preferable
to a Wahhabi madrassa or an
Iranian-backed Shia seminary of
the kind found in Lebanon, to say
nothing of the corruption of the
Palestinian Authority and the ter-
rorism of Hamas and Hezbollah.
It remains a powerful reason why
boycotts against Israel deserve to
fail.
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