
Robert Spencer Thinks You're A Chump

Part I

I’m reading Robert Spencer’s  Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam, and I think I am going to 
have so much fun that I’m giving him his own tag. The demonization of political correctness is that 
most American of inventions, a recursive moral panic. The “PC police” are supposed to have their 
knickers in a noose about every single aspect of (real) American culture. And, of course, they don’t 
actually exist, as is well attested by the endlessly uncensored histrionics and self-identified rebellions 
of the “politically incorrect.” (Not to mention long, dry, litanies of their bullshit, such as Brian Siano's  
The Great Political Correctness Panic.) So we have a moral panic about a nonexistent moral panic. 
Hand me the popcorn.

Throughout his larger contribution to our understanding of Islam, Spencer makes a delightful 
list of books. These are the books about Islam that the liberal PC police don’t want us to read. They are, 
in  fact,  books  teetering  on the  brink  of  being  utterly  suppressed.  In  the  words  of  the  dust  jacket  
‘[Spencer] supplies a revealing list of “Books You’re Not Supposed to Read” (as far as the PC left is 
concerned).’ In the interest of fighting censorship everywhere, I present his list in its entirety:

• Anon., translated by Nuh Ha Mim Keller (1994) Umdat al-Salik; Reliance of the Traveller: A  
Classic Manual of Islamic Sacred Law. Amana Publications.

• Belloc, Hillaire (1937, 1992) The Crusades: The World’s Debate. Tan Books.
• Budge, E. A. Wallis (1928) The Monks of Kublai Khan Emperor of China, or The History of  

the Life and Travels of Rabban Sawma, Envoy and Plenipotentary of the Mongol Khans to the Kings of  
Europe, and Markos Who As Mar Yabh-Allaha III Became Patriarch of the Nestorian Church in Asia. 
(online)

• Caner, Ergun Mehmet, ed. (2004)  Voices Behind the Veil: The World of Islam Through the  
Eyes of Women. Kregel Publications, Grand Rapids, MI.

•  Dashti,  ‘Ali  (1994)  23  Years:  A  Study  of  the  Prophetic  Career  of  Mohammad.  Mazda 
Publishers, Costa Mesa, CA.

•  Dore,  Gold  (2003)  Hatred’s  Kingdom,  Regnery,  Washington  DC.
• Fregosi, Paul (1998) Jihad in the West: Muslim Conquests from the 7th to the 21st Centuries. 

Prometheus, New York.
• Guillaume, A. (1955) The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Ishaq’s Sirat Rasul Allah, 

Oxford U.P.
•  Huff,  Toby  E.  (2003)  The  Rise  of  Early  Modern  Science:  Islam,  China,  and  the  West. 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
• Israeli, Raphael (2003) Islamikaze. Frank Cass publishers, London.
• Madden, Thomas. (2005) A New Concise History of the Crusades, Rowman and Littlefield; 

Lanham MD.
• Mohammad (edited c.650) The Qu’ran.
• Peroncel-Hugoz, Jean-Pierre (1988) The Raft of Mohammad. Paragon House, St. Paul, MN.
• Schact, Joseph (1982) An introduction to Islamic Law, Oxford, Clarendon Press.
• Qutb, Sayyid (?) Milestones.
•  Sperry,  Paul  (2005)  Infiltration:  How  Muslim  Spies  and  Subversives  Have  Penetrated  

Washington. Nelson Current, Nashville TN.
• Woods, Thomas E. Jr. (2005)  How the Catholic Church Built Western Civilization, Regnery 

Press; Washington DC.
•  Ye’or,  Bat  (1985)  The  Dhimmi:  Jews  and  Christians  Under  Islam,  Fairleigh  Dickinson 

http://www.aina.org/books/mokk/mokk.htm#c72


University press.
• Ye’or, Bat (1996)  Under Islam: From Jihad to Dhimmitude. Fairleigh Dickinson University 

press.
• Ye’or, Bat (2001)  Islam and Dhimmitude: Where Civilizations Collide. Fairleigh Dickinson 

University press.

Oooh, it’s so much fun I don’t know where to start. Well, Budge’s book is as good a place as 
any.  The  work  which  we  can  abbreviate  TMoKKEoCotHotLaToRSEaPotMKttKoEaMWaMY-
A3BpotNCiA was first published in 1928, but it was written in the 13th century. It’s an account of two 
Nestorian monks posted in central Asia during the 1280s.  Pretty dry stuff, even by medieval standards, 
though not  as  mind-numbing as  the  two volumes  of  Islamic  religious  law that  Spencer  includes†. 
According to Spencer “this book is long out of print and is just the sort of book that modern-day PC 
academics want to make sure stays that way.” He doesn’t mention that the book was reprinted in 1975.

But the real howler here is the idea that some cabal of “PC academics” are in cahoots to—
successfully—suppress  any  knowledge  of  this  300-page  long  Nestorian  document. 
TMoKKEoCotHotLaToRSEaPotMKttKoEaMWaMY-A3BpotNCiA  is  such  an  esoteric  piece  of 
medievalia that I can, in a few moments, read through every reference to the book known to Google, 
none of  which  mention  any controversy or  censorship.  Of course,  this  may simply mean that  the 
censors are covering their tracks well. In a similar vein, perhaps, the Church of the Latter-Day Saints is 
colluding  to  prevent  schoolkids  from reading  11th-century  Armenian  hymnography,  and  if  you’ve 
never heard of Sahakdukht, that just proves how fricking insidious the Mormons are.
 In the real world, of course, most people barely have enough historical curiosity to watch reruns 
of  Cheers, and a large majority of church-going Christians have not read the bible cover to cover. 
Forget about ancient Nestorian texts. Forget about  Reliance of the Traveler, or  Sirat Rasul Allah  or 
Schacht’s monograph on Islamic law. Trying to get a class of college freshmen to read the Qu’ran in its 
entirety should earn a teaching award.  If  Spencer thinks—or would have us think—that  American 
college students are all rushing to read Reliance of the Traveler, but are getting body-checked by leftist 
teachers, someone has to stop putting the Ajax in his meth.

And yet, in fact, the Qu’ran  is on the syllabus at a great many colleges, including Stanford’s 
I.H.U.M., the current incarnation of the C.I.V., which the right has long vilified as the whore of left-
wing academia’s Babylon. Indeed, the IHUM syllabus not only includes the Qu’ran, but shari’a law 
cases from Nigeria. This flatly contradicts Spencer’s claim that the liberals are hiding the scriptural 
skeletons-in-the-closet, but it also raises another point, which Spencer does not address at all. Not only 
is the Qu’ran routinely taught at U.S. colleges and universities, but what we would have to call the 
cultural conservatives have frequently spat up blood over this very point. Most famously, in 2002 a 
group of students and parents organized into (or by?) the Family Policy Network sued UNC Chapel 
Hill for teaching Michael Sell’s introduction to the Qu’ran. They claimed that forcing students in a 
public university to read a Muslim text violated the establishment clause. The ensuing media circus 
allowed  a  great  many  of  Spencer’s  co-fanatics  to  pontificate  about  the  evils  of  liberal  PC 
indoctrination, in which impressionable young adults are being exposed to Islam.

Now, suddenly, Spencer has revealed that the Qu’ran is “a book you’re not supposed to read,” 
according  to  the  dictates  of  the  PC orthodoxy.  But  it  can  hardly  be  both,  yo.  The  conspiracy  of 
academics  cannot  simultaneously  be  forcing  the  Qu’ran  down  the  throats  of  unsuspecting  young 
students, and suppressing it so no one will find out the awful truth about Mohammad. Indeed, Spencer 

† Recently, I've actually taught a class on Rabban bar Sauma, which entailed reading the whole book.  And while it is 
possible to contextualize the story in an incredibly powerful way, I would reiterate my first impression: the book is very, 
very, dry.  It does involve Christians who don't like Muslims, but this is really not the subversive manifesto that Spencer 
makes it out to be.



fully paints himself into this paradox, citing the fact that Danish high schools require students to have a 
knowledge of the Qu’ran as an indicator that Europe’s “growing Muslim minorities are increasingly 
assertive and disruptive.”

By this point, Spencer realizes he is walking a fine line he himself has drawn, and he partially 
explains himself: “There should be nothing wrong with requiring students to read the Qu’ran, but given 
the current ascendancy of political correctness on the Continent, it is unlikely that critical perspectives 
will be included.” So now we enter some imaginative wonderland: teaching the Qu’ran is proof of a PC 
conspiracy; so is not teaching it; and Rasmussen’s government is a far-left regime which need not be 
given the benefit of the doubt. We do not need any actual evidence of suppression or censorship, or 
even  a  hostility  towards  competing  ideas.  We  can  simply  infer  that  such  things  exist  from  the 
tautologically defined pervasiveness of the PC left.

And indeed, Spencer never offers any evidence, indeed, never even makes a direct claim, that 
anyone is suppressing anything in the classroom or the publishing houses. And he should know. Two of 
the trashier books on his list are printed by his own (very small) publishing house, and surely he would  
be aware if someone had made some effort, even some derisive comment, in an attempt to silence 
them. He makes no such claim, first because he knows that it would be untrue, and second because he  
knows that he does not have to. For Spencer assumes that his readers are idiots, who do not know 
anything about how academia operates.

The tendentious left-wing academics that Spencer summons up for us, like some Republican 
Witch  of  Endor,  are  real  enough.  At  their  worst,  they  are  the  egoistic,  petty,  zealous,  carping, 
backstabbing assholes who have found safe wallowing-pits in the ivory towers. Oh yes, they exist. But 
they don’t operate by suppressing medieval Nestorian manuscripts, any more than they are motivated 
by greed (as their detractors like to suggest), or Soviet funding, or anti-Americanism, whatever that is. 
They  are  motivated  by  pride,  in  an  almost  pure  form,  and  they  operate  by  writing  nasty 
intradepartmental memos and blocking each other’s efforts at getting tenure. And there are too many 
such  people,  but  it  is  still  the  real  scholars  who  define  the  terms  of  debate  on  the  campus.

Spencer knows all this, but he assumes that his readers do not. He assumes, in fact, that we are 
neither familiar with the academy, nor even especially literate. He knows that none of his readers are 
going  to  go  out  and  spend $300 on  An Introduction  to  Islamic  Law,  let  alone  wade through the 
hellacious verbiage of the  Sirat Rasul Allah. He knows that no one is censoring Hillaire Belloc, or 
Madden’s history of the crusades, or the like. He knows that all the good Christian soldiers who have 
never bothered to read the back nine of their own holy book are hardly about to read the Qu’ran’s 
infinitely denser and alien surahs. He knows, in short, that of the twenty or so books on his list, there  
are  only  about  five  that  any of  his  readers  might  actually  pick up and look at.  And these are  all 
tendentious screeds—quite notably, he does not include Irshad Manji or even Ibn Warraq, though these 
would  have  to  be  on  any  short  list  of  contemporary  criticisms  of  Islam.  They  are  well-written,  
accessible, and they would foster a great deal more critical thinking than Spencer has any intention of  
creating.

Part II, or, Will James Dobson be the next Archbishop of Canterbury?

Following what has become a widespread right-wing internet meme, Robert Spencer pulls out 
the issue of taqqiya. The word, which could translate as “prudence” or “dissimulation,” refers to a set 
of exemptions from Islamic religious codes in cases of necessity. The typical example is the question of 
whether or not it is theologically acceptable to interrupt your prayers if you see someone walking off  
with your stuff (Answer: no).

As it is typically used by the Christian right, taqqiya refers to a discussion of whether or not it is 
ever acceptable to lie. Every religion and social ideology has had this discussion, and the themes are 
quite familiar. No one thinks lying is desirable, and most authors who delve into the topic point out that 



dishonesty is commonplace, pathological, self-destructive, and often goes unrecognized. Moreover, no 
one doubts that honesty is closely bound up with supererogatory virtues like courage and patience and 
humility.

Philosophers  get  to  punch  their  time  clock  with  the  question  of  whether  or  not  it  is  ever 
acceptable to lie, and this discussion quickly breaks down into two subtopics. The first concerns artistic 
lies,  or,  in  St.  Augustine’s breakdown,  “jocular”  lies—novels,  paintings,  sculptures,  movies,  jokes. 
There  have  always been extreme cultural  conservatives  that  rejected these  art  forms  as  inherently 
dishonest, and as such, no less problematic than “injurious” lies. Here I am thinking of the Puritans, the 
Quakers for a longer period of time than they like to talk about, and, of course, Islam. But in general,  
Christendom has not considered jocular lies to be a major concern, wherever they might be located in  
the moral scheme of things.

Much more important to Christian rhetoric is the concept of the lie as a sin of weakness or 
cowardice in the face of unjust oppression. St. Augustine refers to this as the “obliging lie.” It is the lie 
that one tells to protect oneself, one’s family, or one's friends from violence. And here there is a sharp 
moral split. If we follow Plato and St. Augustine and others who have a sacred idea of Truth, then lying  
is not only the most direct evil possible, but it is in some sense a misunderstanding of the universe to 
think that good could be achieved by lying. If we follow more relativistic epistemologies, then it is at  
least theoretically possible for a lie to be the lesser of two evils.

The usual context for this debate, for obvious reasons, is whether or not you should testify to 
your faith under threat of death (and, for good measure, let’s insert the rape and murder of your entire  
family). For most people—including, let’s be quite clear, contemporary American Christians—this is a 
purely  theoretical  scenario,  as  safely  distant  as  Nozick’s  absurd  reflections  on  the  morality  of 
telepathically killing Australian cattle, or whatever it is. But at certain times and places it has been all  
too real of a question, and one of these was medieval Shi’a Islam.

There are five passages in the Qu’ran that are cited to justify the general idea of taqqiya (III:27, 
IV:156, V:5, VI:119, and XVI:108) and while both Sunni and Shi’a Muslims have accepted the abstract 
principle,  it  has  been  the  historically  persecuted  Shi’a  that  have  really  worried  about  its  practice. 
Obviously, the Shi’a have not argued that deception is good or courageous or honorable—an Isma’ilite 
proverb runs: “He that has forty men at his disposal and does not seek his rights is no imam.” But Shi’a 
theologians have maintained that it is acceptable, if dishonorable, to lie about one’s faith in the face of  
overwhelming odds. It is this application of  taqqiya that Spencer and others have attacked as Islam 
“sanctioning  Lying.”  Spencer  concedes  that  taqqiya primarily  involved  Muslims  lying  to  other 
Muslims about internecine persecution. However, like his zillion echobots on the internet, he argues 
that the same theological exceptionalism is being applied in rejections of contemporary terrorism. If a  
Muslim says he or she is against Al Qaeda, they are probably practicing taqqiya. After all, Mohammad 
himself said “War is deceit,” a fact which Spencer highlights.

Yes.
But....
There is a twofold problem with this assertion. First, it is in no way unique to Islam. Although 

St.  Augustine  laid  down the  hard  line  in  defense  of  sacred  Truth,  the  medieval  Catholic  Church 
followed St. Thomas in making a hairsplitting distinction between “the truth” and “the whole truth.” 
This  doctrine,  known as  “mental  reservation”  is  what  gives  us  gems like  “I  did  not  have  sexual 
relations with that woman, Monica Lewinsky.” The idea of Mental Reservation arose especially with 
Martin Aspilcueta in the 16th century. He and the other theologians associated with it are almost all 
Iberian,  and I  strongly suspect  that M.R. is  simply a  Catholicized version of  taqqiya,  which these 
authors were undoubtedly quite familiar with. Christians on the Spanish Marches had been, after all, 
concerned about exactly the same issues as Shi’ites under Sunni rule.

M.R.  still  exists,  though  it  has  been  challenged  in  various  particulars  by  other  Catholic 
theologians, and partially condemned by Innocent XI. But it has been discussed, recently, in relation to 



the  numerous  pedophilia  cases  involving  priests.  The  example  of  M.R.  given  by  the  Catholic 
Encylcopedia is a striking one, since it does not involve any threat to life or limb:

If  for  example,  a  wife,  who  has  been  unfaithful  but  after  her  lapse  has  received  the  
Sacrament of Penance, is asked by her husband if she has committed adultery, she could  
truthfully reply: ‘I am free from sin.’

In effect, then, if we wanted to assert the “moral equivalency” that Spencer tells us is somehow 
out-of-bounds in this conversation, it is OK for Muslims to tell an obliging lie if they are threatened 
with serious injury; it is OK for Catholics to tell an obliging lie if their priest says so.

But this would be unfair on two counts. First, the bulk of Catholic doctrine is aggressively, 
almost fanatically, opposed to lying. M.R. is more of an anomaly in Catholic theological practice than 
taqqiya is in Muslim theology. Secondly, and much more importantly, the vituperative attacks on Islam 
by American Christians are not led by the Catholic church, but by Protestants. And this is where things 
start to get weird.

Because Martin Luther, the ostensible godfather of almost all the American Protestant churches, 
was all about the possibility of obliging lies. It was an issue of some concern to him. He discusses the 
relevant passages in St. Augustine no less than seven times, always asserting the possible virtue of what  
he calls  “white  lies.”  (Werks XL:158-160, XLII:469 ff  ,  XLIII:59-61,  109-110, 456 f,  LVII-3:181, 
LXIV:462) In a discussion of the Eighth Commandment, Luther makes what is probably the most 
broad exception to positive honesty ever granted by any moralist: “But in this matter [honesty] the 
secular government, preachers, fathers, and mothers are excepted.” (Ten Sermons on the Catechism, 
1528)  No conditionality;  just  a  blanket  exemption.  Lying is  fine  if  you’re the  government,  or  the 
church, or a parent. All good.

Luther goes to some pains to point out that the holy figures in the bible are, themselves, liars.  
He calls Abraham’s lie in Genesis 12:12 “praiseworthy foresight.” Jacob in Genesis 27:21 he extols for 
“lying magnificently.” Michal’s lie in 1 Samuel 19 he describes as a “A respectable and pious lie and 
should rather be called a service of love.” Luther points out that Jesus himself is lying in Luke 24:28.

But he’s only getting warmed up. After defending the Mohammadean observation that “war is 
deceit,” Luther busts out a mindfuck worthy of the Gnostics.  He describes the entire homoousious 
nature of the Christ as an obliging lie:

They  had  god’s  clear  command,  which  said:  ‘I  want  you  to  defraud,  to  despoil  the  
Egyptians’….when the saints perpetuate a fraud and have a command of guard in regard to  
it, then, although it is a fraud in the sight of men, yet it is a saintly, legitimate, and pious  
fraud. …Thus in their wars the saints frequently deceived their enemies, but those are lies  
one is permitted to use in the service of God against the devil and the enemies of God. Thus  
a fisherman deceives a fish by enticing it with bait, and it was not unreasonable on the part  
of the fathers to apply this to Christ. For He came into the world clothed in flesh and was  
cast into the water like a hook. After biting Him, the devil was suddenly pulled back out of  
the  water  by  God,  thrown  on  dry  land,  and  crushed….But  Satan  could  rightly  have  
complained that he had been shamefully deluded and deceived, since he had thought that  
he would kill a man and was himself being killed after being decoyed by Him into a trick.  
But by God’s wonderful counsel the same thing happened to him that is commonly said:  
“That cunning might deceive cunning. [XLIII 531-532]

How are today’s Protestants to distance themselves from this incredible language, which vastly 
surpasses anything in  taqqiya literature? Indeed, how are they to distance themselves from Luther’s 



rabid anti-Semitism, or his eagerness to condone state violence? The answer, presumably, is to forget 
that it ever occurred, or has anything to do with their own religious beliefs. And this might be an honest  
enough amnesia, but it looks very awkward to forget one’s one 16th-century forebears when one is 
poring over 9th-century texts to condemn today’s Muslims.

A more  likely  answer,  and  one  which  we  are  already  starting  to  see  within  the  Christian 
Dominionists, is for American evangelicals to adopt a Catholicizing theology. The Roman Catholic 
church,  after  all,  has pressed all  of its  considerable intellectual enemies against  (1) Islam, and (2) 
decentralization. Protestant theology, on the other hand, has largely pitted itself against Rome. Rome is 
not  the  enemy  of  American  Christians  as  it  was  even  thirty  years  ago:  Mecca  is.  As  American 
Evangelicals  develop an  ever-more-sophisticated  political  hierarchy,  and a  rhetoric  that  demonizes 
Islam almost as much as liberalism, it is inevitable that they look towards Catholic precedents. Indeed, 
the strongest hope of Dominionists is that they can forge an alliance with Catholic Latino immigrants,  
presumably around a mutual enmity for abortion, homosexuality, and feminism.

This is not to say that American Evangelicals are going to become Catholic, though there is  
every indication that in venues like Free Republic, Catholics have a certain renewed prestige. Rather, 
Evangelicals are flowing towards the creation of something like the Church of England—a universal 
hierarchy without the internationalism of Rome. Rather than an “Anglican” church, we will have an 
“American”  church—and  what  could  be  more  appropriate,  since  “Anti-Americanism”  is  already 
imagined in precisely the terms of a religious heresy?

What this will chiefly mean is the development of an American theological architecture that 
rivals Catholicism, something that Protestant churches have rarely bothered with. But for the Dominion 
to last, we will need something more baroque than the current drunken gestures at “moral clarity” and 
“right to life” and “national security.” We will need, as Luther says, respectable and pious lies. Lies by 
which the fury of Satan is hindered and the honor, life, and advantages of others are served. Saintly, 
legitimate, and pious lies. Magnificent lies. Lies in the service of God against the devil and the enemies 
of God.

God help us. 


