
Preface

The way to the Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Aal Nahyan Mosque in Abu Dhabi, one
of the world’s largest and most magnificent Islamic houses of worship, passes
through a covered and airconditioned corridor called the Path of Tolerance.
All visitors to the mosque must traverse this underground passage, adorned
throughout with slogans celebrating Islam as the religion of tolerance, coexis-
tence, and diversity, and with photos of interfaith meetings held under the spon-
sorship of the Emirati government. Inaugurated in November 2020, the passage
represents the strategic decision taken by the leadership of this tiny but wealthy
state to become the ambassador of moderate and pluralistic Islam. This decision
led, among other things, to the August 13, 2020, declaration that stunned the in-
ternational community—the imminent signing of a peace agreement between the
UAE and Israel called the Abraham Accords, after the common forefather of the
Jews and Muslims.

One of the popular and charismatic imams at this mosque was Sheikh
Wasim Yusuf, a young Jordanian cleric born in 1981 who migrated to the UAE
in 2012 and was naturalized there two years later. Since he arrived in the UAE,
Yusuf has become a darling of the Emirati regime and one of its staunchest de-
fenders. Making frequent appearances on local television and with over 1.5 mil-
lion followers on Twitter, Yusuf preaches fervently against Islamic extremism.

But preaching tolerance is more straightforward than practicing it, and Yu-
suf ’s story is a case in point. Following intense disputes with other Emirati
imams on social media, in February 2020, he was removed from his position
at the Sheikh Zayed Mosque and appointed imam of another mosque in Abu
Dhabi: the Sheikh Sultan bin Zayed the First Mosque, which is also large and
magnificent, although a Path of Tolerance does not lead to its gates.

Until the signing of the Abraham Accords, Yusuf was virulently hostile to Is-
rael, Zionism, and the Jews. Describing the Jews as the eternal enemies of Islam
who tried to assassinate the Prophet Muhammad, he blamed them for every cri-
sis and calamity that has befallen the Muslim world and treated Israel as an il-
legitimate entity. However, once the peace agreement with Israel was an-
nounced, Yusuf, a loyal regime supporter, immediately became an ardent
advocate of this policy. Like other Emirati clerics, he echoed the leadership’s
conciliatory message that Islam mandates the peace agreement. Yusuf argued
that the agreement is compatible with the Islamic shariʿa, which commands
the leader to ensure the security of his people, and harshly condemned the Mus-
lim Brotherhood clerics who were criticizing this move by the Emirati regime. De-
scribing Islam as the religion of peace, he passionately argued that the activists
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of political Islam, who precipitated the catastrophe of the Arab Spring, have
caused Islam greater harm than Israel ever did.

Yusuf ’s shifting attitude toward Israel shows how Islam can be harnessed—
even by the very same preacher—for either opposing peace or for promoting it.
His videos in favor of the Abraham Accords were widely circulated and even ap-
peared on the Arabic-language Facebook page of the Israeli Foreign Ministry. The
detractors of the agreement inside and outside the UAE—for whom the peace
agreement with Israel was illegitimate and a betrayal of Islam and the values
and rules that the believers are commanded to follow—noted the sudden reversal
in his position and accused him of hypocrisy.¹

The peace agreement between Israel and the UAE was the third agreement
signed between an Arab country and the Jewish state since the latter’s founding
in 1948. It was preceded by the Egypt-Israel peace treaty of 1979 and the Jordan-
Israel peace treaty of 1994. In all three Arab countries, Islamic concepts and ar-
guments played a central role in the campaigns for and against peace with Isra-
el. Each of the agreements was accompanied by a heated polemic in which both
sides, the supporters of peace and its detractors, defended their positions using
Quranic verses, Prophetic traditions, stories from the lives of the Prophet and his
companions, and applications—often controversial—of Islamic legal mecha-
nisms. While the regimes and the clerics loyal to them presented their support
for the agreements as a faithful reflection of the spirit of Islam, their opponents,
especially representatives of political Islam, condemned the agreements as in-
compatible with God’s directives. The religious arguments cultivated by the re-
gimes and their loyalists reflected the centrality of Islam as a source of public
legitimacy in contemporary Muslim societies. They required a fundamental re-
versal that was not easy to justify since the regimes that were now calling for
peace in the name of Allah had been calling, only a few years earlier, for uncom-
promising struggle against Israel, also in the name of Allah.

This book offers a comparative examination of the contrasting Islamic argu-
ments presented in Egypt, Jordan, and the UAE by the supporters and opponents
of the peace agreements with Israel. The book’s central thesis rejects the wide-
spread claim that “Islam” has an inherent, unchanging, and absolute position

 “Al-Daʿiya Wasim Yusuf Yanshuru Fatwa bin Baz Baʿda Ittifaq al-Salam al-Imarati al-Israʾili”
[Preacher Wasim Yusuf Publishes bin Baz’s Fatwa following the Emirati-Israeli Peace Treaty],
CNN (August 14, 2020), https://arabic.cnn.com/middle-east/article/2020/08/14/wassim-yousif-
peace-israel-uae-ibn-baz (accessed July 1, 2021); “Daʿiya Imarati lil-ʿArab: Unzuru li-Anfusikum
Qabla An Tatʿanu bil-Salam” [Emirati Preacher to the Arabs: Look at Yourselves before Speaking
Evil of Peace], Israel Foreign Ministry Arabic Facebook Page (September 21, 2020), https://www.
facebook.com/watch/?v=455106128707966 (accessed July 1, 2021).

X Preface

https://arabic.cnn.com/middle-east/article/2020/08/14/wassim-yousif-peace-israel-uae-ibn-baz
https://arabic.cnn.com/middle-east/article/2020/08/14/wassim-yousif-peace-israel-uae-ibn-baz
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=455106128707966
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=455106128707966


on the legitimacy of peace with Israel. It demonstrates that the very same Quran-
ic verses, Prophetic traditions, and jurisprudential mechanisms are used by
forces with opposing interests to argue either for or against peace with Israel.
This shows that no definitive position on the agreements or their specific
terms, either positive or negative, emerges as an obligatory conclusion from
the Islamic sources. It is the various sides that have a position, and they interpret
the written sources of their faith in a manner that conforms to their views.

The importance of the religious polemic about the peace agreements with
Israel stems from the central role of Islam in legitimizing and de-legitimizing
Arab regimes and in swaying public opinion in favor or against their policies.
The religious argument between the proponents and opponents of peace reflects
broader controversies between two camps in the contemporary Arab and Islamic
world: the pragmatic forces that accept the existing domestic, regional, and in-
ternational order and the radical forces that challenge it in the name of revolu-
tionary ideals.

The Islamic dimension of the campaigns for and against the peace agree-
ments with Israel has received limited attention in academic literature. Yitzhak
Reiter analyzed the communiques issued in favor of the Egypt-Israel peace agree-
ment in May and June 1979 by the heads of Al-Azhar and Egyptian Mufti Jad al-
Haqq ʿAli Jad al-Haqq, respectively²; Shimon Shamir discussed the religious
overtones of Anwar al-Sadat’s 1977 visit to Jerusalem,³ as well as the terminology
used by King Hussein of Jordan to glorify the shared religious heritage of Mus-
lims and Jews⁴; and David Warren examined the religious and political argu-
ments presented by the chairman of the Emirati Fatwa Council, Abdullah bin

 Yitzhak Reiter, Milhama, Shalom ve-Yahasim Beinleumiyim ba-’Islam ben Zmanenu: Fatwot be-
Noseh Shalom im Israel [War, Peace and International Relations in Contemporary Islam: Fatwas
on the Topic of Peace with Israel] (Jerusalem: Jerusalem Institute for Policy Research, 2008).
Published in English as War, Peace and International Relations in Islam: Muslim Scholars on
Peace Accords with Israel (Sussex: Sussex Academic Press, 2011). The issue is also mentioned
briefly in the following studies: Nabil ʿAbd al-Fattah, Al-Mushaf wal-Sayf: Siraʿ al-Din wal-
Dawla fi Misr [The Quran and the Sword: The Conflict of Religion and State in Egypt] (Cairo: Mak-
tabat Madbuli, 1984); Ronald Nettler, “Muslim Scholars on the Peace with Israel,” Midstream
(Nov. 1980), pp. 15– 19.
 Shimon Shamir, Egypt under Sadat: The Search for a New Orientation [in Hebrew] (Tel Aviv:
Dvir, 1978), pp. 231–232.
 Shimon Shamir, The Rise and Decline of the Warm Peace with Jordan: Israeli Diplomacy in the
Hussein Years [in Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Ha-Kibbutz Ha-Meuchad, 2012), pp. 126, 129.
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Bayyah, in support of the Emirati peace agreement with Israel.⁵ These studies
and others shed light on the ways in which the advocates and detractors of
the agreements campaigned for their positions. However, these studies focused
only on certain parts of the polemic. This study seeks to present a comprehensive
and detailed picture of both sides of the controversy, based on a wide range of
sources, including speeches and interviews with key figures, religious rulings
and treatises, press articles, propaganda publications, sermons, religious confer-
ences, school textbooks, poems, and even postage stamps, while also taking a
comparative perspective, to offer a broad thesis on the religious conceptualiza-
tions of the support for and opposition to the agreements.

The book consists of an introduction and three chapters. The Introduction
addresses the meaning of the terms “jihad” and “peace” in early Islamic sources
and contemporary Islamic jurisprudential literature. It explains the distinction
between state Islam,with its pragmatic exegetic approaches to peace with Israel,
and the radical Islamist opposition forces—which compete for the right to inter-
pret the sacred texts and Islamic traditions and to determine their implications
in this context. Chapter One is devoted to the religious dimension of Egypt’s pio-
neering peace agreement with Israel. It analyses the changing role of religion in
the relations between the two countries during the conflict period that preceded
the signing of the peace agreement, the Islamist opposition to its signing, and
the religious and other arguments used by the Egyptian regime in its advocacy
for the agreement. Chapter Two turns to the peace treaty between Israel and Jor-
dan and the Islamic arguments presented by the Jordanian monarchy on the one
hand, and by the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood on the other, in militating for
and against this historic move. It examines the competing claims of the regime
and its opponents regarding the establishment of a “warm” peace involving ex-
tensive normalization between Jordan and Israel. Chapter Three examines the
polemic over the Islamic legitimacy of the Abraham Accords between the UAE
and Israel. It explores the role of peace with Israel in Abu Dhabi’s overall efforts
to cultivate a local ethos of moderate Islam while weakening Islamist forces at
home and abroad and burnishing its international image.

The discussion here is informed by the concept of discourse, in the Foucaul-
dian sense of struggle for hegemony in a particular area, in this case, in the po-
litical-public sphere. Following Foucault,⁶ the present study assumes that main-
taining and consolidating control over power-centers involves a constant

 David H. Warren, “The Modernist Roots of Islamic Autocracy: Shaykh Abdullah bin Bayyah
and the UAE-Israel Peace Deal,” Maydan (August 27, 2020), https://bit.ly/2WbfVlT (accessed Au-
gust 23, 2021).
 Michel Foucault, The Archeology of Knowledge (London and New York: Routledge, 2002).
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delineation of the boundaries between what is legitimate and illegitimate, nor-
mative and non-normative, or allowed and forbidden in the discourse on various
issues of society, state, and religion. Any regime, certainly a regime whose legiti-
macy is not anchored in agreed-upon electoral mechanisms, seeks to create a sit-
uation whereby at least some sectors of society accept its positions and reject
those of its opposition. Control over the discourse becomes even more critical
—and more challenging—in times of radical political change, which requires
the hegemonial forces to cultivate a new discourse corresponding to the new di-
rection and goals of the community. In the shift from prolonged conflict to peace
with Israel, Arab regimes and their loyalists had to establish their pro-peace po-
sition as sensible while putting opposing views—which threatened their control
over the discourse—beyond the pale of acceptability. Since Islam serves as a
major source and tool of political legitimacy in the three countries examined
in this study, and since the most considerable and most committed opposition
to the peace agreements consisted of Islamist forces, the religious component
formed a pivotal part of the polemic over their validity.

The discourse analysis conducted in this study is based on thousands of
sources, textual and other, which had a role in shaping public opinion in the
context of the agreements with Israel. Aiming for a textual understanding of
these sources, the analysis explored their explicit and implicit meanings and di-
rect and indirect messages, their use of symbols and codes, their processes of
identity construction, and their political, cultural, and social nuances. It includ-
ed a systematic examination of hundreds of newspapers from Egypt, Jordan, and
the UAE, affiliated with the regimes and the Islamist opposition,⁷ emphasizing
articles and especially editorials published in the two weeks before and after
key milestones in the peace processes.⁸

 The main newspapers included in the study are the following: In Egypt, the Al-Ahram daily,
the Uktubir weekly, and the MB monthly Al-Daʿwa; in Jordan, the daily newspapers Al-Dustur
and Al-Raʾi, the monthly of the Jordanian armed forces, Al-Aqsa, and the mouthpiece of the Jor-
danian MB, Al-Sabil; and, in the UAE, the Al-Ittihad and Al-Bayan daily newspapers.
 These milestones include, in the context of Egypt: the Israel-Egypt disengagement agree-
ments, Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem, the signing of the Camp David Accords, the signing of the
Egypt-Israel peace treaty and the Israeli withdrawals from Sinai; in the Jordanian context: the
Madrid Peace Conference, the signing of the Israel-Jordan Common Agenda, the signing of the
Washington Declaration, the signing of the Israel-Jordan peace treaty, and the economic confer-
ences in Casablanca, Amman and Cairo; in the Emirati context: the announcement of the Abra-
ham Accords between Israel and the UAE, and the signing of these accords.
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This book grew out of my doctoral research⁹ and was completed several
years after it. The materials were collected over a period of ten years, including
three research trips to Egypt, three to Jordan, and one to the UAE, on which I
visited international book fairs in Cairo and Abu Dhabi, bookstores and mosques
in Cairo and Sharm El-Sheikh, the Shoman Library in Amman, containing one of
the world’s largest collections of Arabic political literature, and major book
shops in the Jordanian capital. The research is also informed by numerous
other materials from the Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center
library; the archive of the Institute for Monitoring Peace and Cultural Tolerance
in School Education (IMPACT-SE), the Truman Institute library, the press archive
and the library of the Moshe Dayan Center at Tel Aviv University, the Israel Na-
tional Library, the libraries of the University of Haifa, the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, Tel Aviv University and the Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, as
well as newspapers, books, and documents from the private collections of
Prof. Shimon Shamir, Israel’s former ambassador to Egypt and Jordan, and of
Dr. Yossi Amitay, the former director of the Israeli Academic Center in Cairo.

Throughout this book, square brackets in quoted passages indicate the au-
thor’s comments that do not appear in the source text.

I wish to thank many who helped in the writing of this book. First and fore-
most among them is Prof. Uriya Shavit, head of the Department of Arabic and
Islamic Studies at Tel Aviv University, who, along with Prof. Eyal Zisser, super-
vised the Ph.D. dissertation upon which it is based. Prof. Shavit accompanied
the process of expanding the research into a book, providing many invaluable
comments and insights. This book would not have been written were it not for
his encouragement. I am grateful to Prof. Manuel Trajtenberg, executive director
of the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS), and to Maj. Gen. (ret.) Amos
Yadlin, former executive director of the INSS, for their encouragement and sup-
port. I also want to express my gratitude to Brig. Gen. (res.) Udi Dekel, the man-
aging director of the INSS, for his wise advise and constant encouragement. Dr.
Elham Manea, Dr. Yoel Guzansky, Dr. Moran Zaga, Orit Perlov and Moomen Sal-
lam shared their insights on the subject at hand and offered essential comments.

Obtaining primary sources for the book was one of my most significant chal-
lenges.Yoel Kozak, head of the INSS Information Center, helped me locate online
academic sources. I also thank the staff at the Arabic Press Archive at the Moshe
Dayan Center, Michael Reshef, Tali Toni Marcu, Dr. Michael Barak, and the late

 Ofir Winter, “Getting the Peaces to Fit: A Comparative Analysis of the Egyptian and Jordanian
Regime’s Quest to Legitimize Peace Treaties with Israel, 1973–2001” [in Hebrew] (Ph.D. Disser-
tation, Tel Aviv University, 2015).
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Haim Gal for their generous and cordial help locating vital primary sources. Prof.
Jamal al-Suwaydi, Dr. Abdullah Sawalha, Dr. Ebtesam al-Ketbi, Thaʾer al-Nashef,
ʿAlaʾ al-Din Faraj, and the late ʿAbd al-Hamid ʿUthman assisted in obtaining es-
sential research materials in Egypt, Jordan, and the UAE, and their cooperation
was a living demonstration of the blessings of peace.

I am grateful to Michaela Göbels, the content editor at De Gruyter, and to
Tony Mason, the commissioning editor in social sciences at De Gruyter, for
their invaluable advice and assistance with the production process of this
book. Special warm thanks go to Hagit Migron and Dr. Carl Yonker, who edited
the manuscript and improved it greatly. Thanks also to Aharon Shevo, who is re-
sponsible for the inspired design of the book’s cover, based on a medal issued to
commemorate the peace treaty between the UAE and Israel.

Finally, heartfelt thanks go to my family, my parents Jacob and Dafna, my
wife Liat, and my children Nitsan and Sharon, for their support and encourage-
ment during the journey of composing this book.
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