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Muslim liberal arts college aims for a restoration
Rasha Elass

Washington

M 

any of the West’s 
most prestigious 
educational institu-
tions were founded 
by or have their roots 

in the Catholic or Protestant tra-
ditions, including Harvard, Yale, 
Princeton, Georgetown and coun-
terparts abroad such as the Ameri-
can University of Beirut. These 
colleges began with the mission to 
“build the character” of a genera-
tion by immersing men (and, much 
later, women) in liberal arts and the 

humanities.
Now, for the first time in the 

United States, a Muslim liberal arts 
institution has joined the ranks 
of religiously affiliated colleges 
around the country: Zaytuna Col-
lege, founded in 2008, in California 
received official accreditation in 
March. Accreditation is granted by 
professional educational associa-
tions that assess colleges and con-
firm that they offer an acceptable 
quality level of education.

Zaytuna aims to build a genera-
tion of Muslim intellectuals who 
are well-versed in Aristotle as well 
as Avicenna, in Galen as well as 
Ghazali, according to its stated 
mission. But Zaytuna faces a much 

more ambitious quest: To cultivate 
an organically grown American nar-
rative within Islam that sets it apart 
from jihadist ideology and violent 
extremism.

Such a move is probably welcome 
by American Muslims who are un-
der scrutiny in post-September 11 
America and perhaps by Americans 
at large who often struggle in the 
balance between tolerance of Islam 
and fear of its expansion.

Zaytuna’s co-founder, an Ameri-
can convert to Islam, is among 
those most sensitive to these issues.

“We’re at a crossroads. If we’re 
not able to assuage fears of aver-
age Americans that Islam is not on 
trial here, that the guilty [perpe-

trators] of these [terrorist] acts are 
not informed by Islam but by ide-
ologies co-opted by Islam, then for 
me that’s the real challenge,” said 
Hamza Yusuf by phone from his of-
fice at Zaytuna in Berkeley, Califor-
nia.

Aside from co-founding Zaytuna, 
Yusuf advises the Islamic studies 
programmes at Stanford University 
and Berkeley’s Graduate Theologi-
cal Union, both among the most 
prestigious such programmes in the 
country. Yusuf was also ranked as 
“the Western world’s most influen-
tial Islamic scholar” in The 500 Most 
Influential Muslims, a compilation 
put together in 2009 by respected 
Georgetown University scholars 
John Esposito and Ibrahim Kalin.

Yusuf has millions of followers 
around the world who listen to his 
speeches and sermons on the inter-
net. His message is at odds with the 
contention that that Islam needs “a 
reformation”.

“People who say that Islam needs 
a reformation, no it doesn’t! The ref-
ormation was a bloody war between 
Catholics and Protestants, with the 
Protestants in effect saying get back 
to hadith, which is what’s happen-
ing within Islam now,” he said. “But 
Islam doesn’t need a reformation. 
Islam needs a restoration.”

Beyond the call for a reformation 
(or restoration) in Islam, there is a 
burning question that is often ig-
nored by Islamic scholars. Through-
out the history of Islam, the reli-
gious discourse and debate usually 
has unfolded within a predominant-
ly Muslim society. Until modern 
times, it was rare to find an exam-
ple of Islamic discourse changing 
and evolving among a community 
of Muslims who live as a religious 
minority in a non-Muslim society. 
And although Islamic jurisprudence 
offers answers for religious Muslims 
who live as a minority in a non-Mus-

lim society, such texts are rarely in-
voked. It is this aspect that Yusuf 
aims to revive.

“Islam has it within its traditions 
for Muslims to live as a minority. 
To subvert the country [in which 
Muslims live as a minority] is actu-
ally haram,” he said. “So we’re not 
creating a counter-narrative on Is-
lam but rather we’re teaching the 
primary narrative.”

He adds that Islam has been a fab-
ric in US society from the beginning, 
arriving in colonial America as the 
de facto religion of many slaves.

Muslims today are among the 
most successful minority groups in 
the country, comprising a dispro-
portionately large segment of sci-
entists, engineers, and doctors, so 
much so that they can be the butt 
of a flattering joke. As American talk 
show host David Letterman once 
said to an audience that roared in 
laughter: “I went to the doctor and 
he said face Mecca and laugh.”

There is another aspect to a col-
lege like Zaytuna, which Yusuf 
points out is “more liberal arts 
than seminary”. The college aims 
to fill a void in liberal arts and hu-
manities from which much of the 
Muslim world suffers. While fields 
such as science and engineering 
thrive in many Muslim countries 
and are most popular with Muslims 
in the West, many Arab or Muslim 
intellectuals lament the lack of a 
liberal arts education, something 
that some blame for the failure of 
governments and revolutions in the 
Arab world. 

Yusuf said that such a void may 
also be responsible for the rise of 
extremism or merely confusion 
among some Muslim youth who live 
in Western countries.

“Because the crisis in the Muslim 
world is loss of humanist learning, 
you have people who have religion 
removed from context,” he said. 
“Our goal is to produce critical 
thinkers who will continue to other 
careers, like law and scholarship in 
the humanities and so on.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Pollard release sharpens US-Israel spy rift
Ed Blanche

Beirut
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onathan Pollard, an Israeli 
spy who stole some of the 
United States’ most impor-
tant secrets, walked out of 
a federal prison at Butner, 

North Carolina, on November 20th 
a free man. He became eligible for 
parole after serving 30 years of a life 
sentence.

His release, which Israeli govern-
ments vigorously sought for three 
decades, is likely, however, to deep-
en a rift between Israel’s foreign in-
telligence service Mossad and the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
that has been simmering for at least 
as long.

For the Americans, Pollard, a 
61-year-old US citizen, represents 
what they see as Israel’s betrayal of 
its strategic relationship with the 
United States, the Jewish state’s 
greatest benefactor, which has 
shielded it from aggression since 
the 1960s.

Pollard’s release, the Washington 
Post observed, will “resolve one of 
the most politically charged espio-
nage cases of recent decades”.

That may be so on a government-
to-government basis but it will only 
intensify a deep-rooted hostility 
with the US intelligence establish-
ment towards Israel that goes back 
to when the Jewish state was estab-
lished, from spiriting an estimated 
200 pounds of weapons-grade ura-
nium for its secret nuclear arms 
project in the 1960s to wide-scale 
industrial espionage now.

US insiders assert that Israel 
conducts more espionage opera-
tions against the United States and 
systematically steals more of its 
military and economic secrets than 
any other country, even Vladimir 
Putin’s Russia, which has picked up 
where the late Soviet Union’s KGB 
left off in 1991.

Many in the US intelligence com-
munity assert that Israel is the worst 
offender when it comes to spying 
on the United States and there were 
suspicions during the Clinton years 
that there was at least one Israeli 
agent, codenamed “Mega”, high 
in the administration, 
although none was 
ever discovered.

There is also 
a deep re-
sentment 

of the political influence Israel has 
in the United States, particularly 
through its lobby, led by the Ameri-
can Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC), which is one of the strong-
est in Washington and can make or 
break political careers.

The Wall Street Journal, a strong 
advocate of Israel, reported Oc-
tober 23rd that the United States 
monitored Israeli military bases and 
eavesdropped on supposedly secret 
communications in 2012 amid fears 
that its long-time ally would launch 
a Special Forces strike against Iran’s 
key uranium enrichment centre at 

Fordow buried deep inside a 
mountain.

“[Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin] Ne-

tanyahu reserves 
the right to con-
tinue covert action 
against Iran’s nu-
clear programme,” 
the Journal re-

ported, and this 
“could put the 
spy services of 

the US and Is-
rael on a collision 

course”.
Pollard’s arrest 

on November 21, 
1985, as he tried 

to seek sanc-
tuary in the 

Israeli 
em-
bassy in 
Wash-
ington 
after the 

CIA uncovered his spying, sharply 
deepened the rift between the CIA 
and the Mossad.

The Texas-born Pollard was a ci-
vilian analyst with top-secret clear-
ance with the US Navy in Wash-
ington until he was caught. Israel 
initially denied Pollard had spied 
on the United States in 1984-85 but 
gave him retroactive Israeli citizen-
ship in 1995.

To this day, it is still not known 
outside the highest US authorities 
exactly what secrets Pollard be-
trayed. The full extent of what he 
sold to Israel was never revealed 
during his trial. Much of the evi-
dence against him remains sealed 
and is likely to stay that way.

According to several accounts, 
Pollard stole what one called “the 
crown jewels” of the US intelligence 
establishment, including docu-
ments concerning US sources and 
methods used to safeguard the US 
interests and deep-cover agents 
around the world.

One of the few public assess-
ments of the damage Pollard caused 
is the so-called Weinberger decla-
ration, a lengthy affidavit written 
by then-Defence secretary Caspar 
Weinberger at the behest of the 
court after Pollard’s lawyers — paid 

by the Israeli government — claimed 
he had not caused any serious dam-
age.

Weinberger asserted that “sub-
stantial and irrevocable damage has 
been done to this nation”.

He disclosed that Pollard had 
photocopied all ten volumes of 
the RASIN — the Radio and Signal 
codes — that detailed US electron-
ic surveillance facilities around 
the world, including frequencies, 
sources and other highly classified 
data, what one source described as 
“a complete road map of American 
signals intelligence” that Pollard’s 
Israeli handlers had specifically or-
dered him to obtain and pass on.

Pollard also handed over “more 
than 1,000 unredacted messages 
and cables”, most of which were 
“code word sensitive”, that could 
identify agents around the globe.

“To this day, it is not known how 
many US agents were killed due to 
Pollard’s treason,” said US anti-war 
activist Justin Raimondo.

As if that were not enough, US 
investigative reporter Seymour 
Hersh observed in a 2001 New Yor-
ker report that data on classified US 
signals intelligence provided by Pol-
lard allowed Israel to camouflage 
some of its military operations from 
US surveillance.

One of these was the long-range 
air strike on the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation’s headquarters in Tu-
nis on October 1, 1985, in which at 
least 67 people were killed. The op-
eration, retaliation for the killing of 
three alleged Israeli spies in Cyprus, 
took the Americans by surprise be-
cause their surveillance network 
was focused elsewhere that day.

A May 1998 file photo of Jonathan Pollard at the Federal 
Correction Institution in Butner, in North Carolina, USA.
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