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“AMiddle East largely without debates (except, at times
  within the administration)”. Perhaps remembering his

early days as the president of the US who was determined to
promote human rights all over the world, Jimmy Carter contin-
ues his column in an editorial in the Washington Post of Septem-
ber 5, 2002, under the heading “The Troubling Face of America”,
by stating that “the US, which used to be admired ‘almost uni-
versally’ as ‘the pre-eminent champion of human rights’ now
has become the target of respected international organizations
concerned about this basic principle of democratic life. We have
ignored or condoned abuses in nations that support our anti
terrorism effort while detaining American citizens as ‘enemy
combatants,’ incarcerating them secretly without being charged
with any crime or having the right to legal counsel”. Carter
gives other examples about abuses of human rights against
people suspected of being Taliban soldiers. He disputes the right
of the US Secretary of Defense who declared that the soldiers
would not be released, even if some day they were exhausted
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and even if they were found innocent. Carter also questions the
wisdom of attacking Iraq, such as promoted by a host of conser-
vative leaders in the present administration. Finally, in his short
column, Carter also laments the fact that “the US government
has abandoned the idea of sponsoring any substantive negotia-
tion between Palestinians and Israelis”. He says, “Our appar-
ent policy is to support almost every Israeli action in the occu-
pied territories and to condemn and isolate the Palestinians as
blanket targets of our war on terrorism, while Israeli settlements
expand and Palestinian enclaves shrink”.

Reading this column from the perspective of American par-
tisan politics, we may simply interpret it as nothing but a com-
plaint of a former Democrat’s President whose basic policies
have been abandoned by the incumbent Republican President.
This may well be the case; after all, a recent CNN poll still gives
president George W. Bush 65 per cent approval rating.

But then is it not so that precisely the three examples cited by
Carter—the nature and character of the so-called global war
against terrorism, the eventual attack against Iraq, and certainly,
perhaps the most important and sensitive one, the Palestinian
conflict—have been the concerns of Muslims of late? Who are
the terrorists? What is the definition of terrorism? Is it possible
that acts of terror are conducted by the state? Or, should terror-
ists simply be understood as those who are not with us and
therefore should be considered and treated as people who are
against us? No one would argue that Saddam Hussein is far
from an ideal ruler, say euphemistically, but why should the
Iraqi people be punished so many times over? “The State of
Iraq”, writes Fouad Ajami, “has been at war with the society”.
A consequence of the US’ policy, as an observer puts it, is that it
has made it easier for Saddam’s regime to stay in power. The
sanctions have practically ruined the middle class and reduced
it to silence. The irony is that the champion of freedom has made
freedom an unattainable goal for the Iraqi people.

In his State of the Union Address President Bush is “kind
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enough” to call Iraq and Iran—the countries that have been
trying to reposition their places in the world community—and
North Korea, as members of “the axis of evil”. No one would
question the right of the president to have a judgment on any-
thing, but one can ask the question from what perspective the
alleged evilness of a country should be viewed? Why should he
constantly use the language of hate at times when a better un-
derstanding between nations and among the members of the
world community is urgently needed, unless he speaks from
the conviction that he has a monopoly on truth and justice? He
has certainly an answer to this kind of criticism. “Does the
world”, he might say, “not actually consist of ‘absolute good’
and ‘absolute evil’?” “America will lead by defending liberty
and justice”, he says, “because these are right and true and
unchanging for all people everywhere”, and, as if to tone down
this bold statement he adds, “we have no intention of imposing
our culture—but America will always stand firm”. History and
God, as President Bush explicitly states, have dictated the US to
play that role.

Suddenly we are introduced to Huntington’s thesis. It is also
a thesis that sees the future as being the arena of “the clash of
civilizations” (notably between the Islamic and Western civili-
zations). It is also a thesis that rejects the idea of American
multiculturalism. “Multi-culturalism at home”, Huntington says
in his world famous book The Clash of Civilizations and the Re-
making of World Order (1996), “threatens the United States and
the West; universalism abroad threatens the West”. Even
Fukuyama, who does not try to conceal his pride in being part
of the Western liberal tradition, cannot match this claim, de-
spite his prognosis that “history” has ended with the self-de-
struction of the Soviet Union, the state once called by Reagan
the “Evil Empire”. He is, after all, visualizing the world ruled
by Western liberal democratic principles.

Who, in this intellectual sphere, would then be surprised to
learn that a group of conservatives is suing the University of
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North Carolina for allowing a book, entitled, Approaching the
Quran: The Early Revelation (1999) to be required reading mate-
rial for a summer course? Despite the fact that the book is writ-
ten by Michael Sells, an American professor of comparative re-
ligion, the group objects to the fact that the book only touches
upon the bright side of the Islamic Holy Book. “Behind the law-
suit”, writes the author in his open letter to the Washington Post
(August 8, 2002) “is an old missionary claim that Islam is a
religion of violence in contrast to Christianity, which is a reli-
gion of peace. In effect the plaintiffs are suing the Quran on
behalf of the Bible. They cite verses that demand the slaying of
the infidels—case closed. But most Muslims interpret these in
the context of the early war between Muhammad’s followers
and their opponents”. In the letter he also states that a leader of
the group criticized “the notion that we should be acquainted
with the core theological ideas of the Quran. He demands we
focus on Islam and terrorism, a topic that already dominates
bookstores’ shelves”.

In this intellectual climate we do still need Edward Said,
who in his seminal book, Orientalism (1978), exposes that this
branch of knowledge about the religions, cultures, and lan-
guages of the people in the East, is actually an expression of
Western domination? Or Said’s more popular writing, Covering
Islam (1981) in which he states “to speak about Islam in the
West today is to mean a lot of unpleasant things”. Do we still
have to be convinced by Norman Daniel’s remarkable Islam and
the West: The Making of an Image (1993) about the continuing
strength of the prejudice against Islam that had begun to take
shape since the Middle Ages in the Western world? The event-
ful September 11 incident is tragic as it were “many of those
same Muslims” writes Sells in the same above cited letter, “who
held candles in solidarity with the Christians” which might
have helped the approval rating of president Bush; it also strongly
intensified the already negative attitude toward Islam. From a
historical perspective, however, this strong anti-Islam sentiment
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in the West—most notably in the US, the state that has been
called by Huntington “the core states” of the West—is an apex
in the long history of millennial adversity. But then Muslims
cannot ignore the fact that despite the September 11 tragic event,
not only the number of scholars, intellectuals, and even politi-
cians in the West—including the US—who are really trying to
understand Islam from the way the Muslims comprehend the
nature of their belief, is on the increase, awareness about the
importance of comprehending “the others” has increased as
well. Indeed Muslims should never ignore this fact. The “West”
is after all an analytical construct that can never be equated
with social and political reality. The “West” is neither a mono-
lithic cultural world nor an undifferentiated political and so-
cial reality.

“The world-wide exposure given to the views and actions of
Osama bin Laden and his hosts the Taliban”, Bernard Lewis
writes in his widely acclaimed book, What Went Wrong: Western
Impact and Middle Eastern Response (2002), “has provided a new
and vivid insight into the eclipse of what once was the greatest,
most advanced, and most open civilization in human history”.
“In short”, according to Lewis whose earlier writings have be-
come the targets of the serious criticisms of Edward Said’s
Orientalism, “Islamic civilization in the Middle East” —Lewis,
it should be noted, has no pretense to talk about other Islamic
countries— “has reached the nadir of its development”. It is
along this line of thought that in its “Special Report” Newsweek
(October 15, 2001) comes up with a devastating judgment with
the caption, “Bin Laden’s fanatics are the offspring of failed
societies”. In other words, they are not the lunatic fringes in
their respective societies; they are actually the representatives
of certain social formations and historical circumstances. In this
report, written by a naturalized American of Indian Muslim
descent, the magazine points its fingers at three major causes:
the autocratic rulers, the failed ideas, and the capture of religion
by fanatics, as the culprits of the failed societies.
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On the basis of a hypothesis that there must be something
wrong with the Islamic world, Lewis’ book is a serious attempt
to trace the series of failures that have been besetting the world
of Islam in the Middle East. Practically in all fields—most nota-
bly in politics, the military, science, and the economy—the at-
tempts of the Islamic states to reform themselves have failed.
The intellectual reformers could only manage to arouse aware-
ness but without significant impacts. Before long they too had
to admit defeat. “What have the Muslims done to Islam?” The
Psalmists or the fundamentalists, according to Lewis, attrib-
uted these failures to a tendency of Muslims to adopt alien no-
tions and practices. But the modernists would say, as Lewis
puts it, “The loss is not in the abandonment but in the retention
of old wars, and especially in the inflexibility and ubiquity of
the Islamic clergy”. In short, as Lewis tends to suggest, the fail-
ure does not only lie in the efforts to cope with the demands of
the time, but also in the endeavor to explain the failure itself.

Lewis’ well-known less-than-sympathetic appraisal of Is-
lamic and Middle Eastern tradition aside, in the above men-
tioned observation he is trying to capture the intellectual mood
that has been entertained by critical Arab intellectuals for some
time. Laroui Abdallah, for example, in his The Crisis of the Arab
Intellectuals (1977) launches a sharp criticism to the tradition of
serious examination of inherited cultural mooring. “All too
long”, he says, “has the Arab intellectual hesitated to formulate
a radical criticism of culture, language, and tradition”. It is also
exactly this hesitancy, one may add to this sentence, which has
caused social and cultural discourses to be easily dominated by
the so-called “inflexible” men of religion. The fatwa> that has
condemned Salman Rushdi to death is but one example of the
growing radical tendencies in recent years in the Islamic world.
The irony of the fatwa> is that it was issued by the Iranian revolu-
tionary leader who had crushed the military might of the Ira-
nian Empire by the mere call to a simple, honest, just, and digni-
fied way of life.
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Laroui might be right in his theoretical observation when he
says, “The more a society lags behind other societies, the more
are the goals of revolution diversified and deepened; the more
the intellectual is conscious of this retardation, the greater are
his responsibilities and the more frequent are temptations to
escape into illusion and myth; the more a revolution must be
all-embracing, the more distant and improbable it seems”. And,
I may also add, the greater the danger is being felt, the higher the
possibility for the revolutionary to resort to the all too familiar
weapon of reactionary action. Consequently the greater is the
possibility for the revolution to abandon its idealism. Any stu-
dent of history would most likely agree with Laroui’s admoni-
tion about the need for the intellectual to “objectively appraise
what he has hitherto called political commitment”. And Laroui
is not alone. Whatever the weaknesses of the Middle Eastern
states may be, the situation would have been much worse had it
not been for the presence of critical and creative intellectuals
and the largely moderate Islamic communities in the region.
The huge majority of the Muslims need only justice, fair play,
and a little understanding. The Islamic militants or terrorists if
you like, may have been the products of the failed society, but
are they not also the children of the Western failure of under-
standing and justice?

In spite of sharing similar experiences of colonialism, the
psychological wound inflicted by a history of Western conquests
in Southeast Asia has never been as grave as it has been felt in
the Middle East. Archaeological findings suggest that in the
eleventh century there were already Islamic settlements in the
Indonesian archipelago and that in the thirteenth century the
first known Islamic kingdom had been established; the process
of Islamization, however, really began to intensify in the fif-
teenth century and reached its climax in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries. That was also the time when explorers, ad-
venturers, traders, and missionaries from “the country above
the wind”, Europe, came to this part of the world. Therefore, he
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may not have been too far from the truth when a scholar said
that Islamization in Southeast Asia took place as a result of the
“race with Christianity”. Conversion to Islam however, also
meant making oneself part of Islamic cosmopolitan culture. It is
understandable that Muslims in the Southeast Asian region
also have their share in anti-Western polemics and in express-
ing an apologetic attitude towards Islam’s past glory.

The people in this region have also long and varied stories
to tell about their struggles, bloody or otherwise, against West-
ern political and economic domination and cultural hegemony.
A tradition of resistance is very much part of the history of the
Muslims in this region. Just take the recent events. The Abu
Sayyaf group is still very much active in spite of so many truces
and negotiations between the Philippines’ central government
and the Islamic bangsa Moro. The group is still active despite the
presence of the US military to support the central government.
But how many are these followers of this radical group in this
overwhelmingly Roman Catholic country? How many percent
of the Muslims in the Philippines support this tiny radical
group? Whatever their apprehension towards Christian domi-
nance, the majority of the Muslim community still prefers to
find solutions for its grievances in the political process of the
country. However strong the determination of the Islamic party
in Malaysia to make Islam the sole foundation of the state may
be, the party has to face the fact that Malaysia is a plural society,
without a strong Malay majority. As a federal state Malaysia
also consists of several states, which jealously guard their re-
spective jurisdiction. Since the British colonial period, religion
has been under the direct supervision of the separate states. In
this situation the moderation of the demand and the sincere
willingness to cope with social and cultural plurality would
not simply be a matter of virtue, but an imperative if the Islamic
party wants to remain relevant in the national community.

The fall of Soeharto in Indonesia did not only open up the
process of democratization, it also gave the opportunity for a
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long suppressed radicalized Islam to re-emerge. It is as if out of
the blue the large Muslim majority in Indonesia was forced to
observe how groups of people, wearing white clothes and white
hats, burned down alleged “houses of maksiat”. In the name of
Allah and for the sake of society at large these groups have
gladly transgressed the borderline between doing well and com-
mitting crime. Suddenly, Indonesia is accused of being a pos-
sible training ground for Al-Qaeda. Whoever is to be blamed
and whatever the causes may be, some parts of Indonesia have
become the battleground of bloody religious conflicts. Have In-
donesian Muslims drastically changed their moderate posture
and their attempt to cope with modernity without abandoning
the basic foundation of their religion?

Many years ago the late Mohammad Hatta, the first vice-
President of Indonesia—whose 100th birthday has just been
celebrated by the nation who more than misses him—mildly
criticized the majority of Indonesian ‘ulama>’, religious teachers
and leaders. In one of his speeches Hatta—he himself a grand-
son of great ‘ulama>’—says that one of the weaknesses of the
Indonesian ‘ulama>’ is their lack of a deep understanding of so-
cial change and the dynamics of time. Several decades have
passed since Hatta expressed his opinion and in the meantime
Indonesia has not only passed through several political and
social upheavals; social and educational backgrounds of the
‘ulama>’ group have become much more varied than they were in
the past. More importantly, the ‘ulama>’ as a social category has
practically lost its monopoly over religious discourses. Islamic
classic texts have become easily accessible to novices lacking
the proper background knowledge of Arabic. Translation and
print–culture have revealed the secrets of the texts. Furthermore,
Western educated religious leaders are no longer a strange phe-
nomenon. The map of religious alignment has also shown sig-
nificant changes. The intellectual and doctrinal gaps between
Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammadiyah—both most likely not
only the two biggest Islamic organizations in Indonesia but also
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in the world—have become narrower than ever. These organi-
zations, along with a new type of ‘ulama>’, are not only the intel-
lectual and social backbones of Indonesia’s relatively moderate
stand in the worsening relationship between Islam and the West
of recent years, but also the major sources of Islamic creative
ideas in facing the modern world. The hardening of the posi-
tion of the Islamic militancy would later be seen as a sad aberra-
tion in the history of nation building.

Conflict of values is a very common social and cultural phe-
nomenon. One of the main normative functions of voluntary
association—be it a political party, religious organization, or
whatever—is to manage and canalize conflict impulses into
constructive endeavor. Not a single society in the world is with-
out its conflicting system of values. In the relation between na-
tions and civilizations one cannot simply isolate one value or
ideology and turn it into the authentic representative of the
whole. Therefore one may wonder why the attitude of Western
powers is determined by the voice of the disgruntled Islamic
militants only. Why should they ignore the voices that concern
the majority while at the same time take serious heed of any clue
that may come out of the militant minority? Is it because the
voice of the Islamic militants provides strong confirmation to
the kind of perceptions they already entertained about Islam for
so long? Or on the political and economic level, is it because
these voices may pose a serious threat to their economic inter-
ests and power? The more the Western powers, notably the US,
base their policies and attitudes on their understanding of these
militant sections of the Islamic community, the greater the pos-
sibility for this minority to expand its influence. And, the logi-
cal consequence would be: the graver the Western apprehen-
sion towards Islam, the tougher the militants would cling to
their ideas about the West, whose ways of life and attitudes
have become increasingly repugnant to them. And what is the
next stage? Would the world community let itself fall into the
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trap of Huntington’s scenario of the future: “the clash of civili-
zations”?

Frankly I don’t believe that we are heading towards this
bleak scenario for the future. Nor do I believe the more optimist
prognosis about the future, when the whole world would ad-
here to Western liberal democracy. Multiculturalism will con-
tinue to characterize the world. Competition between nations,
despite globalization and the decreasing importance of nation
states may still continue or even intensify. But, as I have stated
earlier, not only the voice of moderation is still strong, the at-
tempts to understand and comprehend the “others” are also
growing. The louder the voice of hatred the greater would be the
effort to silence it. But no one should free himself from his re-
sponsibility to cultivate the spirit of understanding, justice, and
friendship. Different types and scales of international gather-
ings—from meetings to small workshops, from scientific con-
ferences to art festivals and sport games—not to speak of eco-
nomic interdependencies and technological interconnections
can certainly help, but no responsible citizen of the world com-
munity should remain aloof from the dangerous game that
people driven by feelings of hate, revenge, and arrogance have
been playing. Standing aloof and hoping that things would be
resolved in the course of time may not be a criminal act but is
certainly a sign of hopelessness.





Islamism, Democracy, and
the “Clash of Civilizations”

Bassam Tibi

In my contribution, I shall take an analytical approach to Is-
lam, democracy, and the issues of the value-loaded clash of

civilizations. My first step then is to outline the approach I use
for the study of Islam.

The first text, I ever saw in my life and which I used to learn
for reading and writing was the Quran. At the age of five, I went
to the Umayyad mosque in Damascus and started to learn how
to read and write. This is more meaningful to me than the medal
of the state that I received from the President of Germany. I origi-
nally come from an ashraf family in Damascus called Banu> al-
Tibi, a family to which, according to the history of Damascus,
leading qa>dis and muftis belonged to for centuries. It has been
well documented that the Banu> al-Tibi family was for centuries
among the notables (ashraf) of Damascus. I grew up in such a
family. Islamic education and Islamic values were the educa-
tional framework of my socialization. And then in Germany as
well as in the United States, where I have been doing my re-
search for the past 20 years, I learned how to study Islam as a
social scientist. With this background, it has been very impor-
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tant from the very beginning to combine the study of the sources
of Islamic history and Islamic faith with the social scientific
methodology of studying Islam. The first text I studied during
my undergraduate years in Frankfurt was Emile Durkheim’s
methodological rules for the sociology of religion. Religion is
based on faith, but is also–in his understanding–a “social fact”.
I still follow this rule when I study Islam. Of course, we need to
study the Quran and religious precepts, but for studying Islam
as embedded in Islamic society, i.e. the social reality of Mus-
lims’ life, it is not enough to refer to Islamic teachings. There are
many shortages in Muslim life and it is very important not to
put the blame on others, but also on us. If we understand the
Quran well, we then know God’s revelation:

And Allah doesn’t change the people unless they change them-
selves (QS:13:11).

This Quranic verse also instructs us to consider ourselves
not as individuals, but as social realities, in order to be able to
understand what is wrong in our social spheres.

In addition, there is a need for addressing Islamism. This
modern term was coined to describe a recent movement. In Ara-
bic, people say al-Isla >miyya for which the translation is
“Islamism”. This well-known term has become established in
Arabic since Hasan Hanafi, a very famous Egyptian philoso-
phy professor in Cairo, published his book al-Us}u >liyya al-
Isla>miyya (Islamic Fundamentalism) in 1986. The term funda-
mentalism is frequently used for “political Islam”. In the Arab
world, however, the preferred term is al-Isla>m al-Siya>si, i.e. po-
litical Islam.

At issue is not Islam as a faith or a system of ethics, but
rather as a political ideology. Islam is not only my religion, but
also my set of ethics being a Muslim living in the West. Yet there
exists an interpretation of Islam as a political system under-
pinned by a political ideology. In short: “Islamism” describes a
political Islam. This is not the faith or the ethic of Islam, nor is
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Islamism a reflection of the idea of our civilization. Many Mus-
lim people discuss these issues and agree to apply the term
“civilization” to Islam. In this understanding the Islamic civili-
zation is a notion embracing the whole umma. All civilizations
have their own values; hence, the clash of civilizations is a con-
flict over values. If we go back to the history of Islamic ideas, we
encounter the work of Ibn Khaldun, the great Islamic philoso-
pher in the fourteenth century, who coined the term al-‘Imra>n as
the “Science of Civilization” in his book Muqaddima. His work
was left disregarded in the world of Islam for a long time, but
was rediscovered in the late eighteenth century in Europe and
translated into French in the nineteenth century. In the Western
science of history, we read the great British historian Arnold
Toynbee who early discovered Ibn Khaldun and his study of
history. According to Toynbee “Ibn Khaldun is the brightest
mind in the history of mankind”. This expresses a European
view on a Muslim scholar. The idea of Ibn Khaldun is that hu-
man beings unite and establish a collectivity of their own, a so-
called civilization. In Ibn Khaldun’s opinion, the core of a civi-
lization is not religion, but the ‘as}abiyya. It seems quite difficult
to translate ‘as}abiyya. There is a great number of literary works
dealing with this issue. But the best translation is the French
term esprit de corps (spirit of collectivity).

It follows from what I have said that it is possible to explain
Islam and Islamism and also to deal with democracy in this
way. At the outset we need to ask: Why are we talking about
democracy here and now? Before I address this issue, let me
make one more point on “civilization”. Long before Samuel
Huntington came up with his ideas about civilizations, the great
political scientist, sociologist, and philosopher Raymond Aron
published his book Peace and War between the Nations in 1961, i.e.
at the height of the Cold War. He addressed bipolarity as a
cover veiling the real conflicts and concealing reality. Aron re-
ferred to the two blocs in world politics at that time: the Western
and the Eastern bloc. The reality, however, was the heterogene-
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ity of civilizations. Aron rightly referred to the fact that human-
ity consists of civilizations, not of Capitalist and Communist
blocs.

The crucial question for our meeting is therefore: Does a fea-
sibility of a new “world civilization” exist? I challenge this term
and refer to Ibn Khaldun and his concept of ‘as}abiyya. Human-
ity is a unity of very different peoples. Muslims form a common
civilization, yet those in Morocco are distinguishable from those
in Indonesia. I learned from Clifford Geertz, with whom I stud-
ied in Princeton, and his classic Islam Observed: Religious Devel-
opment in Morocco and Indonesia that Indonesian Islam is differ-
ent from Moroccan Islam. I was born in Syria, but I lived in
Morocco and I visited Indonesia many times. My experience
over the years corresponds in fact to what Geertz observed. But
Moroccans and Indonesians do have something in common.
They are Muslims and they have one ‘as}abiyya in the under-
standing of Ibn Khaldun, having a civilizational self-aware-
ness. It is this what distinguishes them from others.

Islam is not only a faith but also a common bond. Therefore,
I believe that humanity is subdivided into a variety of civiliza-
tions. There is nothing wrong with that. The Quran states that:

And we created you as tribes and peoples to get to know one
another (QS:49:13).

This is an acknowledgement of the diversity in humanity.
When it comes to Muslims themselves we find, a verified h}adi>th
by the Prophet stating: 

The diversity in my umma is a sign of well being.  

Hence, the existence of diversity is acknowledged in Islam.
In our present days, Islamism acknowledges this diversity and
the fact that humanity is sub-divided into civilizations. How-
ever, islamists have a monolithic world-view. The debate on
this heated up when Samuel Huntington published his article
The Clash of Civilizations in 1993. In the same year, Princeton
scholar Bruce Russett published a book under the title Grasping
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the Democratic Peace. Starting from peace as a strategy for the
twenty-first century Russett argued, if people organize them-
selves democratically they could deal with their conflicts by
negotiations. Of course, there are conflicts among people of dif-
ferent civilizations having different values. These are conflicts
over values, which can be resolved peacefully through talking
with each other. Unlike Huntington, Russett revives the Kantian
idea of “democratic peace”. Similarly, the Catholic University
of Leuven in Belgium also published a book under the title De-
mocracy and Asia in order to promote the idea of democratic peace.
As co-author of this book, I advocated the abolition of war as a
means of settling conflicts. I argue that existing conflicts about
people’s values can be resolved peacefully.

As a social scientist, I am committed in my analysis to the
Weberian approach which involves addressing the issues at
hand in an analytical fashion, instead of hoping for a solution
by wishful thinking. Sometimes authors pursue their wishful
thinking and thus the outcome is clearly not an analysis of the
reality, but rather its distortion. Unlike Max Weber, I am not
completely value-free in my analysis to the extent that I do ac-
knowledge the grounds on which I am operating. These grounds
too are triggered and formed by my personal interest. The Ger-
man scholar Jürgen Habermas taught us students that any
search for knowledge is driven by interest. Hence, one needs to
ask what one’s interest is. Everybody has an interest, and my
interest is peace and how we can achieve it.

I am committed to a cross-cultural dialogue. What is this
dialogue about? “Dialogues” does not solely mean, “talking to
each other”. Dialogues are efforts of “conflict resolution”. To do
this, we have to identify the causes of conflict. There are value-
related conflicts as well as economic and many other conflicts.
In short, the scope of conflicts is very broad. In order to be able to
speak to one another, we first of all have to create a common
language. For instance, if somebody from Europe speaks about
peace, he may involve philosophical thoughts of Emmanuel
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Kant, while the approach by an orthodox Salafi > Muslim to ex-
plain peace would differ considerably. There are still Muslims
who want to expand the Da>r al-Isla>m in the understanding of
the Islamization of the world. This is their contribution to achiev-
ing peace. But we now live in the twenty-first century and—
without pluralism—traditional Islamic approaches must not
be considered as in any way fruitful for peace. As a reform-
Muslim, I do accept Hindus, Jews, and Christians as equals
and I am able to have peace with them. So, we need to base
peace on new grounds.

After September 11, talking about the need for a common
language obliges us to prevent “culture” being overlooked in
world politics. Prior to September 11, it was very difficult to deal
with culture. As a professor of International Relations, I found
it hard to become established in this field. Some IR-colleagues
even asked me to work on cultural anthropology or theology,
because religion and culture do not belong to the field of Inter-
national Relations in the first place. I am pleased to tell you that
in February 2001, 7 months ahead of September 11, in its an-
nual meeting, the International Studies Association accepted
two panels on Religion and International Politics presented by
Professor Fred Halliday from the London School of Economics
and myself. Fred Halliday said to me in Arabic: “We do our
pilgrimage here in Chicago”. It was rather meant to be a scien-
tific pilgrimage though and we were allowed to have two pan-
els on religion, culture, and international relations respectively.
This was quite exceptional in the field of International Rela-
tions at the time, but now it is allowed to consider this turn to
culture a “strategy of research”.

Islam, as many other faiths, is not solely a religion but, as
mentioned above, also a civilization. The term itself appears to
be frequently blurred, which is why so many people ask what
civilization actually means. In International Relations, we pri-
marily deal with states, like Indonesia, having dialogues with
Australia, Malaysia, and the United States. But how can differ-



21

Islamism, Democracy, and the “Clash of Civilizations”

ent civilizations talk to one another in practice? First, we need
to distinguish between culture and civilization. I have been
trained in International Relations, but I have also studied cul-
tural anthropology with Professor Clifford Geertz, who is con-
sidered to be the greatest authority in this field. I have learned
from him to understand culture as a local production of mean-
ing. Geertz is an expert on Indonesia, he spent years doing re-
search there, and I am grateful to have learned about Indonesia
from him even before coming to the country myself. Indonesia,
although an Islamic country, is also the world’s greatest cul-
tural diversity with more than 300 different cultures living in
one state.

Culture, as said above, is always local and means local pro-
duction of meaning. There are in this country some cultures
that resemble each other considerably. But is it possible to talk
about a “cultural entity” of Indonesia? I am a Muslim living in
the United States and in Europe. My background is the Middle
East, i.e. Syria. When I meet Indonesians, I feel close to them
and, to be honest, I feel more close to them than to Americans,
because we have something in common. It is not only the faith
of Islam; it is also a very specific civilizational awareness. And
therefore, it seems possible to me to see Islam as a bond of civili-
zations. This statement also applies to other entities for there
are civilizations that represent a certain world-view. The defi-
nition of civilization is not based on religion, but rather on a
common world-view. I believe that there is an Islamic world-
view, which I have described at length in my most recent book
Islam between Culture and Politics (New York 2001). I see a great
variety of different cultures stretching from Morocco to Indone-
sia. It is certainly true, that they are culturally different, but they
also share a similar or even the same world-view. Along these
lines, we can talk about a civilization. The same can be seen in
Europe. I have been living in Europe for forty years and have
seen many diverse parts of Europe. During the past twenty years,
I established a new life in North America besides that in Lower
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Saxony in Germany. In the United States, people from the East
Coast are obviously distinguishable from people from the West
Coast, but they, as is true of Europeans, equally share a Western
world-view and the same civilization. The dialogue is between
the two civilizations: those of Islam and the West, which covers
Europe as well as the United States. It is a dialogue about values
and not about the search for a new world civilization. There is
no such thing as a civilization uniting all mankind. Civiliza-
tions differ from each other, but they can be related to one an-
other by the term “cross-cultural morality”. I coined this term in
the book Preventing the Clash of Civilizations, which I co-authored
with the former German President Roman Herzog. Samuel Hun-
tington was also invited to join us as a co-author to write the
concluding chapter. Unfortunately, he declined. In my contri-
bution to this book, I argued that we could bridge the gap be-
tween civilizations in establishing certain common grounds.
Surely, Muslims share a different morality than Christians, Hin-
dus, and Jews, but we can search for commonalities in norms
and values.

To do Huntington justice, he did not only talk about the
“clash of civilizations”. In his article, published in 1993, he
dealt exclusively with it and the so-called “bloody borders in
Islam”. In his book published in 1996, however, he became more
differentiated. We had a seminar at Harvard University on “cul-
ture and globalization” and I was part of the group of scholars
gathered there. For hours, I discussed the pending issues with
Huntington and expressed my deep concern about demonizing
people and cultures. We as Muslims do not want the West to
demonize us, but we should not do the same to others, nor to
persons like Huntington, nor to the West as a different civiliza-
tion. Those who have read Huntington thoroughly know what
the last chapter (“The Commonalities of Civilization”) in his
book is about. Here Huntington himself deals not with the “clash
of civilizations”, but also calls for the search for commonalities.
I go far beyond Huntington in arguing that it is possible to es-
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tablish a consensus over values. We need a basic consensus
over democracy, individual human rights, and civil society. Of
course, we may not agree on all these issues, but there are basic
issues we can come to terms with and both parties should be
open-minded. Another point made in my argumentation is the
question of what dialogue is? A dialogue is simply an effort
aiming at conflict resolution, i.e. a peaceful conflict resolution is
the alternative to war.

There are several requirements for a dialogue and I will single
out some of them. At first, it is wrong to resort to accusations
and self-victimization. When Western and Islamic people talk
to one another they need to address genuinely the pending is-
sues related to living together in peace.

Secondly, I would like to refer to a problem I have with Ed-
ward Said. To be sure, Edward Said does not know the Quran,
he is a Christian and a scholar of English literature at the Co-
lumbia University. In 1979 Edward Said published his book
Orientalism, although he is not an expert in Islamic Studies.
Despite his great lack of knowledge in this very field, he is right
in claiming that there are prejudices against the “Orient”. In-
deed, there is such a thing as Western orientalism. I live in Ger-
many, I studied Oriental Studies and I am a victim of German
orientalism. I did side with Edward Said for years until a friend
of mine, Sadik al-Azm, a Syrian professor of philosophy op-
posed Said by making a crucial point; he published an article
under the title “Orientalism, and Orientalism in Reverse”. In
that article, he states that Edward Said is reversing orientalism.
To a European racist an African man might be considered ugly,
because black is often associated with ugly. But Africans who
defend themselves against this racist demonization by arguing:
“No, black is beautiful!” do not go beyond racism in that their
response is a kind of anti-racism. Therefore, we should not use
the arguments of orientalists to reverse racism.

Thirdly, there is the problem of blame. Can we put the blame
of our Islamic misery on orientalism? Should we not also look at
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ourselves and refrain from accusation and self-victimization?
We surely need to be knowledgeable about each other. Western-
ers should know more about Islam than that a Muslim has the
right to be married to four wives. Islam is much more compli-
cated than such kinds of simplifications and prejudices. How-
ever, it is equally true that we Muslims need to know more about
the West. The West is not only Hollywood and Marilyn Mon-
roe; it is more than that. It is also Emmanuel Kant and the French
Revolution. Both parties need to be ready to compromise and to
avert self-righteous argumentations.

Fourthly, we need to accept the existence of conflict between
Islam and the West. I studied Islamic-Western history and com-
piled my research into my book Crusades and Jihad. I came across
the fact that the first globalization project in history was not
Western globalization; it is our globalization when Islam, in the
seventh century, started to spread its project. The Islamic vision
came also across to Indonesia, through trade however. But Is-
lam came to other places of the world through jiha>d war. Here I
am not talking about Islam as revealed in the Quran. Instead, I
am knowingly talking about Islam in terms of history, i.e. about
historical Islam. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
Western globalization began to emerge and ever since we have
two clashing globalization projects. Yet both in the history of
Islam and the history of the West, one has to concede positive
elements between the ninth and twelfth centuries: The Helleni-
zation of Islam revered Aristotle as the al-mu‘allim al-awwal in
its history. To clarify my point, al-mu‘allim (the teacher) is the
highest rank in Islam and is much higher regarded than the
rank of the ruler. Indeed, the first mu‘allim for Muslims between
the ninth and twelfth centuries was Aristotle who was not a
Muslim. This is an indication how open-minded Muslims were
at that time, and this is why the Islamic civilization was doubt-
lessly the highest and most developed civilization in the world.
Having the Hellenization of Islam as one part of mutual fertili-
zation, we may detect the Islamic impact on European Renais-
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sance as the other. Many Western historians acknowledge that
without the impact of Islamic rationalism (Ibn Rushd [Averroes])
on the West, the Renaissance would not have taken place. I see
this statement as a fact. Additionally, as I outlined in Crusades
and Jihad, there is a long tradition of economic, military, and
power relationships between both civilizations.

Let me now conclude by referring to the two levels of dia-
logue. A dialogue can be international, i.e. Indonesia is having
talks with the United States or people from different states and
parts of the world get together for general meetings—like this
one—on a non-governmental level. Moreover, there is another
area of dialogue probably not known in this country, because
there are not that many Indonesian migrants in Western Eu-
rope. It is the integrational dialogue with Muslim migrants in
the West. In 1950, there were only 800,000 Muslims living in
Western Europe. In the year 2000 the number climbed up to
approximately 15 million. It is expected that in the mid of the
twenty-first century there will be about 40 to 50 million Mus-
lims living as migrants in Western Europe.

Islam has become a part of the West through migration. Does
this mean that Islam in Europe become European? When Islam
came to Indonesia it became Indonesian; when Islam spread
over to Africa it became African. So there are two levels of dia-
logue, and the content of the dialogues needs to be different
according to the level. However, the dialogue in Europe between
the Islamic Diaspora and the West on the one hand, and the
dialogue on the global level on the other should both aim at a
consensus consisting of values. This consensus is an element of
bridging civilizational gaps; it is a cross-cultural approach and
a cultural effort to establish an international morality.

Peace between civilizations is possible. Only a tolerant Is-
lam and an open-minded West are able to establish a demo-
cratic peace. Islamism and a hegemonial West would lead to a
clash between Islamic and Western civilizations. Each party
has to do its own homework. Our homework as Muslims is to
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look in the mirror and realize “what went wrong”, in order to
change ourselves instead of blaming others. I do not contradict
myself when I ask the West for doing the same homework by not
putting the blame on Islam.



Religious Resurgence
at the End of the Twentieth Century

Elizabeth F. Collins

Over the last quarter of the twentieth century, the world
has witnessed the emergence of new movements in every

major world religion. This religious resurgence has two faces. It
has been described as a “fundamentalist” revolt against mo-
dernity, but it has also produced “civic” movements that pro-
vide social services to marginalized populations, and press for
ethical politics. What these diverse religious movements share
is an emphasis on the moral authority of religious traditions
and a demand that religion play a central role in political life.

For the most part, scholarly and media attention has been
directed at new (so called) “fundamentalist” religious subcul-
tures, as in Gilles Kepel’s The Revenge of God: The Resurgence of
Islam, Christianity and Judaism in the Modern World (1994) and
Marty Martin’s multi-volume study of Fundamentalisms (1994-
99) in every major religious tradition. Media attention has been
particularly directed at those religious movements that support
the use of violence in the expression of their demand that a
particular religious tradition be the basis of political authority.
These include not only the Taliban, Al-Qaeda, small groups
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throughout the Islamic world variously described as “Islam-
ist”, “Wahhabi”, or “Salafi >”, Laskar Jihad and Front Pembela
Islam in Indonesia, and but also the Bharatiya Janata Party (or
BJP) and the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, which militantly pro-
mote a Hindu India, the United Sangha Front, a militant Bud-
dhist party in Sri Lanka which has opposed negotiations with
Hindu Tamils, Gush Emunim in Israel, which has used vio-
lence to promote the biblical concept of the Land of Israel, and
also Protestant fundamentalist groups that push for American
support of Israel in its use of violence to repress Palestinian
protests.

However, a few studies, such as Jose Casanova’s study of
Public Religions in the Modern World (1994), have pointed to the
emergence of new movements that play an important role in the
expansion of civil society and the promotion of democracy, so-
cial justice, human rights, and tolerance. In Indonesia, the
Pembaruan (Renewal) movement of Nurcholish Madjid and the
Jaringan Islam Liberal (Liberal Islam Network) are examples of
new civil Islamic movements promoting tolerance and demo-
cratic reform. In Civil Islam: Muslims and Democratization in Indo-
nesia (2000), Robert W. Hefner also pointed to the profoundly
moderating and democratic influence Muhammadiyah and
Nahdlatul Ulama have had on Indonesian politics over the last
decade. In addition to civic Islamic movements, we can point to
the liberation theology movement in Latin America and the Phil-
ippines, Solidarity in Poland, and Palang Dharma in Thailand.
While the militant (so-called) “fundamentalist” movements are
exclusive and authoritarian, these civic religious movements
support inter-faith dialogue, tolerance, freedom of worship, and
civic activism in the areas of education, economic development,
and conflict resolution.

I argue that the focus on a clash between Islamism and the
West as the challenge of the twenty-first century is misplaced.
Rather, we need to understand the changes that have affected
contemporary societies in the last half of the twentieth century
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and brought forth this religious resurgence. And we need to
examine the two faces of this global resurgence in religion—one
militant and exclusive, one inclusive, civic, and tolerant—to see
under what conditions militant fundamentalist subcultures are
fostered. For it is these militant subcultures and those in any
religious tradition who support the use of violence that present
the real challenge of the new century.

The global religious resurgence of the late twentieth century
is to be found in countries that differ in both their cultural ori-
gins and their level of development. This suggests there is a
global crisis that has led people to turn to their religious tradi-
tions in search of a solution. A thorough analysis of this crisis is
not possible in such a short space as this contribution, but we
can provide an outline of the political, social, and economic
context in which these new religious movements emerged.

1) First is the legacy of the Cold War, which led to support for
dictatorships by Western powers of the “Free World”, and
authoritarian rule in Eastern Block nations. Western sup-
port for authoritarian regimes in Latin America, Africa, and
Southeast Asia allowed corrupt rulers to abuse their power.
Movements for change were suppressed and dissidents were
arrested and tortured. The frustration of efforts at reform
through political channels led people to turn to their reli-
gious traditions as providing a way to mobilize collective
resistance and to support demands for social justice. This
was the context in which liberation theology movements
emerged in Latin America and the Philippines and Engaged
Buddhism in Sri Lanka and Thailand. In the Middle East,
Islamic “fundamentalist” movements or “Islamism”
emerged.

2) Population growth and economic pressures led to massive
migration from the countryside to cities in the 1960s and
1970s. In the sprawling cities, rural immigrants formed mar-
ginal communities with limited economic opportunities. The
spread of education in the independent nations of the third
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world promised a better future, but those who graduated
found that there were not enough jobs. The third aspect of
the global crisis has been the failure of governments to pro-
vide economic opportunities for a new generation of edu-
cated young people and adequate services in the form of
hospitals, health and community centers, and education for
marginalized groups in urban environments. Both civic and
militant religious groups have tried to fill this gap by pro-
grams of social welfare, community building, and economic
development. The Islamist message has been particularly
effective in providing these communities with hope for a
different future.

3) Third are the effects of the globalization of capital and the
domination of Free Market ideology. With the demise of so-
cialist governments in newly independent nations, multi-
national corporations have played a growing role in the
economies of countries in Africa, Latin America, and South-
east Asia. They have been able to purchase mineral and land
rights, often through bribes or deals with corrupt govern-
ments. In many countries, as in Indonesia, corporations, such
as Exxon-Mobil and Freeport Mining, have taken advantage
of the security forces provided by authoritarian regimes to
crush opposition to their claims on land and resources. Lo-
cal corporations also benefited from favors conferred by cor-
rupt regimes. Throughout the world the spread of global
capitalism has led to a massive transfer of access to natural
resources and land from local peoples to elites and corpora-
tions. The impoverishment of local peoples, the resentment
of owners of small enterprises unable to compete with well-
connected corporate elites, and the widening gap between
the rich and the poor has fueled movements for reform.

4) Economic forces are now beyond the control of national gov-
ernments. As multinational corporations expanded into in-
ternational markets to take advantage of cheap labor, gov-
ernments with less developed economies found themselves
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competing for investment by offering liberal conditions to
corporations, keeping wages low, and suppressing political
protest. This tended to destabilize governments. Furthermore,
national governments found themselves unable to manage
international economic crises, such as the Asian Crisis of
1997. The impact of international economic forces and resis-
tance to change by authoritarian regimes has led to a grow-
ing sense of powerlessness. When people feel powerless,
they are most likely to turn to violence.

5) The effects of powerlessness can best be seen in the emer-
gence of Islamism in Egypt after the defeat of Arab states in
the Arab-Israeli War of 1967. Muslims looked for new lead-
ership. Drawing on the legacy of anti-colonial movements,
resentment at the domination of Muslim nations by Western
powers, and the failure of secular nationalist leaders to pro-
vide people with a better life, the Islamists claimed that only
through the overthrow of corrupt secular governments and
the establishment of an Islamic state could social justice be
attained and Muslim peoples win the respect of Western
leaders. Middle class professionals and impoverished rural
immigrants alike turned to the teachings of Sayyid Qutb,
Mawlana Abu al-A’la al-Mawdudi, and Ayatullah Rohullah
Khomeini, which promised to create a more just society with
moral leaders. In Egypt, the imprisonment and torture of
Islamist protesters radicalized the Muslim Brotherhood and
legitimated the use of violence in political struggle. The suc-
cess of the Iranian revolution against the dictatorship of the
Shah of Iran in 1979 suggested that violent revolution was
the way forward. American support for Afghan resistance
to Soviet aggression helped to globalize the Islamist move-
ment and the ideology of armed struggle (jihadism) in the
late 1980s and 1990s.
The failure of leaders of Israel and the international commu-
nity to deal with the problem of displaced Palestinians played
an important role in the spread of Islamism. The Palestinian
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intifada that began in 1987 presented images of rock-throw-
ing youths confronting a well-armed Israeli army of occupa-
tion that resonated with the experience of Muslims who had
protested against their own (Western-backed) governments
in the hope of reform. Photos of Palestinian children killed
by the Israeli army relayed throughout the Islamic world by
new global media made Palestinian resistance to Israeli oc-
cupation a metaphor for the relationship between Muslims
and the West.

6) Finally, it is important to emphasize that although the glo-
bal crisis derives from economic globalization and a failure
of leadership by secular and supposedly “democratic” re-
gimes to deal with the effects of economic and social change,
this crisis is not viewed simply in terms of economic and
political issues. It is perceived to be a moral crisis. In urban
settings the impact of traditional moral sanctions is eroded.
Corrupt elites pursuing their own self-interest block politi-
cal reforms. As a result, many people throughout the world
have come to regard secularism as the cause of the global
crisis. Even in prosperous communities in the United States,
there has been growing anxiety that the world is being en-
gulfed by spreading immorality. As illustrated by the name
taken by the new conservative Protestant movement that
emerged in the 1980s, the “Moral Majority”, the tendency to
see “secularism” as the problem is to be found everywhere.
The claim that religion is the solution to the world’s prob-
lems is particularly strong in fundamentalist subcultures.

However, religious mobilization has not been the only re-
sponse to the global economic and political crisis. The last 25
years have also witnessed the emergence of the NGO movement
and an international civil society. In the absence of effective
leadership from national governments, thousands of local non-
governmental organizations have been established to deal with
environmental issues, women’s issues, political reform, and a
host of other problems. Organizations such as Amnesty Inter-
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national and Human Rights Watch and the coalition of envi-
ronmental organizations that organized the summit in South
Africa on sustainable development have tried to provide inter-
national leadership in dealing with problems that threaten
peoples of all nations, particularly in the areas of human rights,
the environment, and poverty. Like the new religious move-
ments, these NGOs represent efforts by ordinary people to do
something about the issues that threaten their societies and the
global human community.

As we look back over the last 25 years, then, we see there is
room for hope as well as deep concern about our future. Every-
where people have been organizing to confront issues that im-
pact their societies, and they have begun to build international
coalitions to work for reform. The danger that we confront to-
day lies not in a clash of civilizations but in failing to recognize
that the political, economic, social, environmental, and moral
crisis we face will require patient and persistent efforts at re-
form. Violent solutions will only provoke and legitimize further
violence.

Defining the problem of the twenty-first century as a “clash
of civilizations” or a “war against terrorism” leads to polariza-
tion. People are pushed to define themselves in patriotic or reli-
gious terms of a single dimension, as American or Western ver-
sus Islamic, and Christian versus Muslim. Those defined as the
enemy-other are dehumanized. This kind of polarization sanc-
tions violence and carries the risks of catastrophe.

Cross-cutting attachments that link people to others in dif-
ferent social groups are denied. In contrast, membership in pro-
fessional organizations, in civic groups working on environ-
mental issues, human rights or gender issues, and interfaith
dialogue supports recognition of our common humanity.

The challenge that confronts us is to find a way to build
upon a heritage of civic activism supporting non-violent move-
ments for a more just global economic and political order. We
cannot simply wait for political leaders to solve the crisis we
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confront. Movements in support of greater economic justice and
the common good have always come from below.

Reform must be global and local at the same time. We must
work at building democratic institutions that hold political lead-
ers accountable to all the people, not just influential elites or
particular segments of society. We must demand that corporate
leaders take responsibility for the impact of their policies on
others. We must individually and collectively engage in dia-
logue with groups having different interests and perspectives.
We must build networks across national boundaries if we are to
provide hope for change. We must demand reforms in the IMF,
the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization. The choice
is not between Islam and the West or between religious and
secular movements, but between non-violent reform and a de-
scent into violence.



Islam, Democracy
and the “Clash of Civilizations”

Komaruddin Hidayat

Islam, democracy, and the “clash of civilizations” are cur-
rently three widely discussed themes, although the relation

of each to each other is not always clear. While Islam is believed
to be God-given values, democracy is a man-made product. The
“clash of civilizations”, on the other hand, is a nightmare, or to
be more precise, Huntington’s nightmare. As such, few like to
talk about it, but especially after September 11 the nightmare
seems to have become a reality.

The first thing to understand when we problematize Islam
and democracy, is that, based on revelation, Islam puts human
beings under control of something outside of them. Accordingly,
we do not actually own our own lives. Life is lived under God’s
rules and regulations. It is true that there is discussion about
free will among Muslims, but this discussion evolves around
God, not around human beings. It is inconceivable for Islam, or
for any other religion, to negate the existence of God let alone to
break the relationship between human beings and God alto-
gether.
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It goes naturally then that if the center of the Islam-based
community is God and His revelation, the distance between
this community and God decides everybody’s position. The
closer one is to God, the more respected one is and the more
knowledgeable one is about the revelation, the better one’s ac-
cess to power. It is only natural that religious men are dominant
in the decision-making process in an Islam-based community,
and it is equally natural that this group is potentially the strong-
est opponent to democratization.

In Islam nobody argues that one can choose a Prophet. Even
though a Prophet is a human being like each of us (qul innama>
ana> basharun mithlukum), he is given revelation (yu>h }a> ilayya
[QS:41:6]). Although the Prophet had done his best to encour-
age people’s participation in community matters, his people
were hardly courageous enough to challenge him. “God and
his messenger know best (Alla>hu wa Rasu>luhu a‘lam)”, was usu-
ally the answer when the Prophet asked someone a question.

A slight different situation emerged when the Prophet died.
After him, there was nobody who was given revelation. In a
sense everybody was now equal. But religious considerations
remained strong in people’s positioning. Each of the Four Guided
Caliphs (al-Khulafa>’ al-Ra>shidu >n) was an early convert. Later
converts like the Banu> Umayya—although they were economi-
cally powerful and more cosmopolitan because they played a
significant role in international trading in Arabia—were politi-
cally and socially marginalized. However, in terms of “democ-
racy” the era of the Four Guided Caliphs was better than that of
the Prophet. There was an election process, as well as competi-
tion for the caliphate office and there were fierce debates in the
councils set up by the caliphs.

The worse was the era after the Four Guided Caliphs. The
Muslim community fell into anarchy. The values that are com-
patible with democracy such as consultation (musha>wara) and
egalitarianism (musa>wa>t), which were consciously developed
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by the Prophet and by the Four Guided Caliphs, were suppressed.
Since then the Muslim world lived under an oppressive system.
And so far they have not yet experienced what the Western
world has: the disappearance of the “ancient regime” and the
emergence of new political and social structures.

Democracy, unlike systems based on religion, does not re-
quire proximity to God in order to fully participate in commu-
nity matters. In a democratic society it is unnecessary to have an
understanding about revelation in order to become a commu-
nity leader. Of course not everybody can become leader even in
a democratic country, nor can everybody get everything he
wants. But through democracy people can participate to achieve
what they need and the notion of status is more open.

A more intriguing question however, is whether Islam is
compatible with democracy. Is it the rule that once democracy is
accepted as the political system in a Muslim community then,
Islam will loose its ground? If we ask this question to Indone-
sian Muslims, the answer is somewhat surprising. According
to Pusat Pengkajian Islam dan Masyarakat (PPIM) research on
Good Governance, 71 per cent out of 2017 respondents—taken
proportionally from 16 provinces—see democracy as the best
system for the country. But at the same time 58 per cent of them
also agree that an Islamic government (i.e. governance based on
the Quran and the H{adi>th of the Prophet led by experts in Is-
lam) is best for Indonesia. How could it be that the majority of
them believe in a democratic system and in an Islamic govern-
ment at the same time?

One possible answer is that for them democracy is indeed
compatible with Islam. They can be democratic and have an
Islamic government at the same time. This is potentially confus-
ing. How can a reason and secular-based government system
go hand in hand with a revelation-based system? Well, this is
one of the unique features of Indonesian Muslims. When we
look at it further we discover that, although they accept an Is-
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lamic government, only 13 per cent of them are actually ready to
fully acknowledge God’s sovereignty. It means that while con-
firming the Quran and the H {adi>th as the foundations of the
government of the state, they demand a greater participation in
interpreting them. It is not surprising that Indonesia is not a
good home for fundamentalism or for scripturalism.

But when we ask my colleague Bahtiar Effendy about the
compatibility of Islam and democracy he gives a tricky answer.
First, he quotes Huntington, “Islamic doctrines thus contain
elements that may be both congenial and uncongenial to de-
mocracy”, and then he says that “what makes Islam congenial
and uncongenial to democracy is a matter of how someone in-
terprets the doctrine of Islam”. But, again quoting Huntington,
he goes on to say that so far no Islamic country has been fully
democratic. This is the reason why the Muslim world has been
excluded from studies on democracy. If we accept the argument
that whether Islam is pro or contra democracy is a matter of
Muslim interpretation, the absence of democratic countries in
the Muslim world means that Muslims have been unable so far
to interpret Islam in the light of democracy—or that Muslims so
far have only been able to interpret Islam against democracy.

When it comes to interpretations, many different variables
are at work, and these include history, culture, and political
and economic conditions. Interpretation is basically subjective;
it is a product of the complexity of life. The failure of Muslims to
be democratic is partly due to the absence of an atmosphere
suitable for the rise of democracy. A challenging task emerges if
one is to socialize democracy in the Muslim world: from under-
standing their history and re-inventing their culture, to solving
their economic and political problems. Democracy cannot work
in Indonesia unless it allows itself to be intervened by local
history and tradition.

Before I end my remarks, let me remind us:
Being Muslim, we might be trapped in a dangerous busi-
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ness. If, for some reasons, we are convinced that democracy is
the best system for the world, and, as true believers, we also
believe that Islam is the best way of life, and then we will poten-
tially be led to see that everything in Islam is democratic. The
Quran is democratic, so is the H {adi>th, the Prophet, the Caliphs
etc. Thus for us the argument runs as follows: to say that Islam
is undemocratic equals to say that Islamic values are base, or
even to negate the rightness of Islam.

Well this might not be the case. Islam believes in universal
values, and this makes it ready to accept any truth beyond its
boundaries. As far as democracy is concerned, even when it did
not originally come from Islam, it can be justified within the
framework of the Islamic tradition. It is the duty, for people from
the East and the West, then to prove that democracy is univer-
sal.

The “clash of civilizations” is at least based on one of two
assumptions. First, we all fail to make a common ground. The
West is the only good home for democracy. Muslims will never
manage to re-interpret their doctrine contextually and will al-
ways have the same version of history and the same under-
standing of their cultures. Second, we all believe that democ-
racy is not only the end of the Western world but also the end of
our world. There is nothing beyond democracy. The notion of
“political system” seems to be frozen here. Are we sure about
this?

Since it is absurd to assume that we all will have the same
view of our history and culture, it is also absurd to believe that
there is such a thing called the “clash of civilizations”. But a
stronger argument can be made against a permanent existence
of the clash of civilizations: globalization. With globalization
dialogue and communication are inevitable, and that makes
every aspect of our lives open. What is more is that civilization
is supposed to be mankind’s best product, is it correct that our
best product is a clash or a war?
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It is more correct, in my view, to acknowledge the “clash of
ideologies”, instead of the “clash of civilizations”. Ideology is
characterized, among other things, by the existence of a com-
mon enemy, emotional attachment, political agenda, and sim-
plification. Now, let’s talk about Islam, about democracy and
about the West, not as ideologies, but as sets of values.
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Fighting Demons in
the Kingdom of the Blind:

Media and the Politics of Demonization
in the Wake of September 11

Farish A. Noor

September 11 and After: Cold War and the Red
Scare Revisited

The terrorist attacks on the United States of America on Sep
tember 11, 20011 have served as the opening to a new round

of scare-mongering and hate-campaigns across the world, open-
ing the floodgates of hysteria and panic and lending weight
and credibility to discursive strategies that would have been
more at home during the peak of the “Red Scare” of the Cold
War than the opening decade of the twenty-first century.

One year on, we live in a world where talk of a “War against
Terrorism” has mutated and evolved into a myriad of forms,
and where leaders of powerful Western nations can glibly
preach the gospel of unilateral intervention, counsel for “re-
gime changes” in recalcitrant states and justify the assassina-
tion of foreign leaders as part of the campaign against terror-
ism. We live in a world where the curtailing of fundamental
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human rights and civil liberties is now being conducted with
cavalier ease, where governments with appalling human rights
records are free to justify their use of repressive laws and secu-
rity arrangements (again, as part of the war against terror) and
where the anti-terror bandwagon—already overcrowded as it
is—has been garlanded with the trappings of benign civiliza-
tion, rationality, freedom, liberty, and progress. Never have so
many laudable human values been debased and instrumental-
ized so openly for the sake of clearly political goals. September
11 was not merely a blow to the United States, but a blow to
humanity in general.

But by focusing on the singular event of September 11 we are
in danger of particularizing a phenomenon that is far more
universal that we might care to admit. The fact is that terror and
terrorism has been with us before September 11, and it remains
with us today. The question is how to understand it. While
some Western countries like the United States remain bent on
pursuing their agenda at whatever human cost, the rest of the
world stands dumbfounded before the absurdities around us.
Palestinian civilians are being killed on a daily basis; their
homes, businesses, schools, and places of worship destroyed
with impunity; yet the media continues to depict the Palestin-
ians themselves as “terrorists”.

Israel, on the other hand, has been given a blank cheque to
do whatever it wills in the occupied territories and is portrayed
as a state exercising its right to defend itself. Against what, one
might ask. And who, indeed, are the so-called ‘terrorists’ that
we are supposed to guard against? To top it all, the nation that
placed itself at the vanguard of the new “global war against
terrorism” —the United States of America—was itself the only
country that has ever been accused of practicing state terrorism
by the World Court.2

Terrorism today happens to be an extremely complex and
confounding phenomenon. It is local and global, particular and
universal. Its causes cannot—and should not—be traced back
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to any essentialist understandings of cultural specificity or iden-
tity. Nor would anyone attempt a micro-specific pathological
approach to the question of why a particular individual would
be driven to such course of action.

To compound the situation even further, the media has
played a direct and in many cases deleterious role in aggravat-
ing what was already a difficult situation. At a time when seri-
ous political and statistical analyses should have come to the
fore, we have instead been fed a staple diet of grand conspiracy
theories, tales of nefarious plots and subplots and a drama of
truly global proportions whose cast included the most simplis-
tic and caricatural two-dimensional characters, ranging from
the “forces of good” to the “forces of evil”. What should have
been seen and understood as a serious structural and institu-
tional crisis within the emerging global order has instead been
cast as a battle between light and darkness.

The Necessity of Deconstructing the Fallacies and
Fictions of the Times We Live In

One year after the tragedy of September 11, 2001, we are no
closer to the solutions that we seek in order to remedy the ills of
the world we live in. The structural imbalances and contradic-
tions that exist within the present world order—divided as it is
by very real divisions and cleavages of power and force—re-
main intact, if not further consolidated. The discourse of the
“war against terrorism”, elevated to the status of a meta-narra-
tive that informs and shapes other discursive economies (politi-
cal, economic, socio-cultural, and religious), has taken on a life
of its own and operates according to its own perverse logic of
binary oppositions. Everywhere we see newer and stronger
boundaries and frontiers being drawn, as a prelude to what can
only be a greater conflict that will engulf the globe as a whole
and claim humanity in toto as its victims.

In the face of such stark and harrowing developments, one
can only hope that common sense and goodness prevails. But
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to place our hopes on the nobler qualities of human beings at a
time when the very notion of “humanity” itself is being under-
mined and degraded by the workings of the global war ma-
chine would be naïve at best and dangerous at worst.

What is required now, more than ever, is a sustained cri-
tique of the present global order and its internal workings. Here
is where the media has to play its part with utmost responsibil-
ity. At a time when politics has been reduced to mere sabre-
rattling and hate-campaigns, those who work in the media in-
dustry are duty bound to speak the truth to power, and to re-
ports the facts in such a way that objectivity does not lend itself
to political instrumentality instead.

There are at least three main conditions that need to be met if
the media is to play a proper role in the present state of affairs:

The first condition is to be both consistent and objective in
its work. Perhaps the saddest outcome of the past year is the
way in which the mainstream global media has allowed itself
to be utilized as part of a massive global war machine, led by the
United States in its search for new enemies. In the course of the
past twelve months, the mainstream media in the West have not
only helped in the propaganda campaign against the alleged
“perpetrators of terror” (a plastic and amorphous category so
vague that it now includes practically everything, ranging from
actual terror groups to countries and governments whose po-
litical and economic agendas are seen as contrary to the ideol-
ogy of the Liberal-Capitalist powers of the West), but also played
an instrumental role in obfuscating the facts of history and by
doing so colluded in the erasure of the West’s own role in the
use and promotion of terror as a weapon of politics.

It is well and fine—even necessary—to condemn states, gov-
ernments, and parties that promote the use of violence as a tool
of politics. But any such critique needs to be consistent and
objective, which is where much of the media has failed so far. By
failing to mention and to highlight the abuse of human rights
by powerful Western nations and their crony allied states, the
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mainstream media in the West has shown that it too can remain
willfully blind to the excesses of those parties deemed “friendly”
in this latest campaign for global hegemony. To condemn the
human rights abuses of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, for
instance, was a laudable thing to do but one can only wonder
why the abuses of human rights on the part of other pro-West-
ern states like Israel, Russia, and Saudi Arabia were conve-
niently swept under the carpet.

Likewise to condemn the use of terror tactics and hate-cam-
paigns is both morally and politically necessary, but one can
only ask why the appalling record of some Western states in
exporting terrorism abroad (as was the case of America’s tacit
support given to the Taliban during the initial stages of its de-
velopment) has not been mentioned. Nor should the media re-
main silent over the abuse of human rights and the erosion of
fundamental liberties in the West today, or in those countries
that are regarded as “allies” in the fight against terror. If and
when the media remains silent over the ethnic and religious
stereotyping and profiling of entire communities, we can no
longer say that the media is here to serve the ends of truthful
and objective reporting. This leads us to the second condition
that needs to be met, which is to deconstruct stereotypes and the
need for an ethics of recognition in the media itself.

As mentioned earlier, the present “war against terrorism”
seems to be more a throwback to the past and the time of the
Cold War than a reflection of the times we live in. The media has
singularly played a key role in the construction of boundaries
and frontiers of identity and difference. Thanks to the images
that have been fed to us over the past twelve months, the world
community now feels and sees itself as a divided entity, split
along boundaries of race, ethnicity, and religion.

The main reason for this is that the media remains oblivious
to the need for an ethics of recognition of the Other. Rather than
interrogating the fundamental categories of self and alterity, we
have been presented with neat chains of equivalences that con-
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veniently divide the world into two camps: The forces of good,
which have been equated with Western civilization, liberalism,
democracy, and freedom; and the forces of evil, which have been
equated with Oriental traditionalism, obscurantism, and reli-
gion. Caught between these two opposing dichotomies, there is
simply no middle ground, no room for interpenetration and
crossbreeding between the two.

Yet it remains a fact that the Other is always the constitutive
Other to the Self. If images of a violent, angry, and irrational
Islam at its doorstep have haunted the Western media, one of
the main reasons for this is its own collusion in the creation of
the entity whose monstrous potential it can no longer ignore or
control. Racism and prejudice invariably confirm themselves
and we are left with nothing but the instrumental fictions that
we have created for ourselves. If the Western media today is
battling demons, we need to ask: who was responsible for the
creation of the image of an angry, irrational, and fundamental-
ist Islam in the first place? The living presence of the hate-driven
fanatic is proof that prejudice often translates itself into reality,
and reality into political reality.

The third condition that needs to be met is the responsibility
of the non-Western media to live up to the same standards that
it demands of others as well. Here too we have seen the evident
failure of the global media at work. At a time, when the media in
the Muslim world could (and should) have attempted to regain
the moral high ground in the battle for hearts and minds, we see
that the Arab-Muslim media fares hardly any better than its
Western counterpart. Trapped within the vices of realpolitik and
forced to contend with the vicissitudes of power, the Arab-Mus-
lim media has proven to be its own worst enemy and a carbon
copy of the Western media apparatus. Rather than present the
truth and play its part in the deconstruction of stereotypes and
prejudicial images, so much of the non-Western media has cho-
sen to play to the gallery instead, feeding their respective audi-
ences with soothing tales of the corruption and impending de-



49

Fighting Demons in the Kingdom of the Blind

struction of the West and the righteousness of the militants’
cause. The net result is that the media both in the West and non-
Western world have become mirror images of each other, re-
flecting each other’s narrow solipsistic biases and fears, bring-
ing the world no closer to a proper understanding of the world
we live in.

The way out of this impasse is simply to adopt an ethics of
recognition of the Other which sees the cultural/religious/eth-
nic/political Other as the constitutive Other to ourselves. If the
media is to liberate itself from the clutches of realpolitik, it needs
to educate itself as to its own motives and motivations. Living
as we do in a globalized world where communities and nations
are brought into such close proximity with one another and
where the frontiers of race and religion are bound to overlap
and interpenetrate, one can only hope that the media will evolve
to a degree of sophistication where it can and will reflect the
complexities of the hybrid and eclectic times we live in. Now,
more than ever, deconstruction has become a necessity for me-
dia politics.

Notes
1 The attacks on the United States of America on September 11 began
during the early hours of the day and followed each other in rapid
succession. At around 8:45 a.m. a hijacked American Airlines jet—
Flight 11—out of Boston, Massachusetts, crashed into the north tower
of the World Trade Center. Soon after, at around 9:03 a.m., a second
hijacked airliner, United Airlines Flight 175 from Boston, crashed
into the south tower of the World Trade Center and exploded. It was
only by 9:17 a.m. that the Federal Aviation Administration shut
down all New York City area airports. One hour after the first attack
President George Bush, while speaking in Sarasota, Florida, stated
that the country had suffered an “apparent terrorist attack”. Minutes
after the statement (at around 9:45 a.m.), another American Airlines
jetliner—Flight 77—crashed into the Pentagon. At 10:05 a.m. the
south tower of the World Trade Center collapsed. Soon after the
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second tower followed suit. Finally at 10:10 a.m. the fourth United
Airlines jetliner—Flight 93—crashed in Somerset County, Pennsyl-
vania, southeast of Pittsburgh. The speed of the attacks made it ex-
tremely difficult for emergency measures to be taken effectively.
What complicated matters further for the ground-level emergency
staff was the fact that the two towers that were hit were extremely
unstable. When the towers finally collapsed, scores of New York
firemen and rescue workers were also trapped and killed by the
falling debris.
2 In his book, 9-11 the American academic Noam Chomsky began by
questioning the terminology of the new “global war against terror”
itself. As he puts it: “To call this a war against terrorism however, is
simply propaganda, unless the ‘war’ really does target terrorism.
But that is plainly not contemplated, because the Western powers
could never abide by their own definition of the term, as in the US
Code or army manuals. To do so would reveal at once that the US is
a terrorist state, as are its clients’ (p. 16). In other parts of the book he
explains how and why the US itself should be considered a terrorist
state along with its clients: “It is worth remembering—particularly
since it has been uniformly suppressed—that the US is the only
country that has been condemned for international terrorism by the
World Court and that rejected a Security Council resolution calling
on states to observe international law” (p. 44). Noam Chomsky, 9-
11, An Open Media book. Seven Stories Press, New York. 2001.



Media and the Politics of Image Making

Parni Hadi

Discussing the role or the involvement of the media in search
of a new world civilization after the September 11, 2001

calamity, this paper limits its scope to the news media, which is
my area of experience and concern. By news media, I refer to
news agencies, newspapers, magazines, radio, and television
news programs, and Internet news services without neglecting
the importance of films and books. Also of no less importance
than news is advertisement.

I would start by saying that the media are inseparable from
politics. Even, some say that politics is what the media present
or the media themselves are politics. Consequently, news orga-
nizations in some cases are often seen to be more powerful than
political parties (organizations) and even governments. Bernard
Hennessy (1981) observes the close relationship between poli-
tics and media. According to Hennessy, politics is the process
of forming of and influencing the public opinion, which is one
of the main functions of media. Still, there is a definition that
corroborates the close relations between media and politics,
namely: information is power. This matches with a definition of
politics often quoted by Soekarno, the former first President of



52

Parni Hadi

the Republic of Indonesia, that politics, in Dutch, is “machts-
vorming en machstaanwending,” which means the formation and
the utilization of power.

Referring to the above observations, notions, and definitions,
information presented by the media is neither value-free nor
interest-free, and, consequently information may be best defined
as a product that is loaded with the ideological, political, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural values and interests of the owners
(publishers), management and editorial staff, and supporters
(readers, listeners, and advertisers) of the media concerned. Thus,
a news organization can simultaneously function as a politi-
cal, economic, social, and cultural institution. The values and
interests pursued by a news organization dictate its editorial
policy. It determines what is news and what is not. In essence
the values and interests serve as guidelines for the choice of
sources, angles, titles, headlines, length, and placement of sto-
ries and pictures for print media and airing (prime-time or not)
for radio and television stations.

Dominant Values and Interests

Relevant to the values and interests adopted by media, Ber-
nard S. Herman and Noam Chomsky in Manufacturing Consent
(1988) state that mass media serve as a system for communicat-
ing messages and symbols to the general populace. It is the
function of the media to amuse, entertain, and inform, and in-
culcate individuals with values, beliefs, and codes of behavior
that will integrate them into the institutional structures of the
larger society. In a world of concentrated wealth and major con-
flicts of class interest, to fulfill this role requires systematic pro-
paganda.

This book sketches out a propaganda model relevant to the
performance of the mass media of the United States. But, since
the United States has been the model of democracy, of which
freedom of the press is one of the important pillars, the model is
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also applicable to journalistic practices throughout the world,
including the Islamic (developing) countries. The study indi-
cates that the media serves to mobilize support for the special
interests that dominate the state and private activity through
their choices of news, emphases, and omissions of facts. The
media serves the ends of a dominant elite namely rich people
and those holding political power and the combination or con-
spiracy of both, commanding huge resources, money, and power.
This conspiracy can set news “filters” through the following:

First, the size, concentrated ownership, and profit orienta
tion of the dominant mass-media firms. Second, advertising as
the primary income source of the mass media. Third, the reli-
ance of the media on information provided by government, busi-
ness and “experts” funded and approved by these primary
sources and agents of power. Fourth, “flak” as a means of disci-
plining the media and finally,  “anti -communism” in the 1970s
(and now “anti terrorism” after the September 11, 2001 attacks)
as national religion and control mechanism.

What Chomsky has pointed out in the 1980s is still appar-
ent today worldwide, including Indonesia, after the industrial-
ization of the media. We can clearly see who own the big news-
paper groups, radio and television groups, combined print and
electronic media networks, the advertisers and where most ad-
vertisements go. It has been long noted that the media are tiered
or rated, with the top tiers or ratings measured by prestige, re-
sources, and outreach.

In Indonesia, the so-called Islamic media occupy lower rat-
ings due to various factors. Therefore, it is understandable and
logical that the Islamic media cannot function well as the mouth-
piece of Muslims to influence public opinion. It is the top tier,
along with the government and wire services, that defines the
news agenda and supplies much of the national and interna-
tional news to the lower tiers of the media and thus to the gen-
eral public. Something will become news and national issues of
public discussions only after having been carried or aired by
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the top tier media.
The same thing happens on regional and global levels. And,

at present, global information with unbalanced control of me-
dia ownership, networking, and information technology, the
West (industrialized countries) led by the United States is much
more superior in forming and influencing global public opin-
ion than Islamic (read developing) countries. The result is clear:
the Western media control or dictate the public opinion of the
global population. Who owns the global media networks? In-
donesian fundamentalist Muslims point out: the Zionists.

The September 11 attacks have wrongly damaged the image
of Islam. It was revealed in a discussion forum on the impacts of
the September 11 tragedy on Islam and Muslims organized in
Malaysia last Wednesday (September 4, 2002) as reported by
the Eramuslim web site, quoting AFP. However, the tragedy at
same time has helped bridging Muslim and non-Muslims rela-
tions, the forum organized by the Malaysian Institute of South-
east Asian Studies concluded. Singapore Minister of Muslim
Affairs, Yacob Ibrahim, was quoted as saying that emotionally
the September 11 attacks have brought the Islamic world closer
to the other world. It is no doubt that Islam has to suffer from a
damaged image due to the irresponsible terrorists attacks.

The US government has accused Al-Qaeda to be behind the
attack, though evidence to support the accusation is yet to be
produced. The damaged image of Islam is clearly the direct re-
sult of massive global media reports on the irresponsible and
inhumane act of terrorism, and campaigns launched by the
Western media led by the US against the presumed Muslim
terrorists. The US embassies are also very active in launching
anti-terrorism war campaigns by producing information mate-
rials and sending experts on Islam to influence the public opin-
ion. Unfortunately, the Islamic media, let alone embassies of
most Islamic countries, do not react adequately by providing
professionally prepared information materials for the Western
public.
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Misperceptions

The image of Islam in the West, particularly for the average
Americans, has been negative long before the September 11 at-
tacks. This is the result of several unfortunate misperceptions
about Islam. Marshall M. Bouton, former Director, Contempo-
rary Affairs of the Asia Society, in a book entitled Islam in Asia :
Religion, Politics and Society (edited by John  L. Esposito, 1986)
observes three causes for these misperceptions. First, Islam is
frequently seen as necessarily violent, anti-Western, and politi-
cally and socially reactionary. Second, the sudden spotlight on
isolated events distracts observers from an appreciation of the
longer-term evolution of the relationship between Islam and
society in Asia. Although Islam has provided an underlying
unity in fundamental belief and practice, its interaction with
diverse cultures and ethnic groups has resulted in Muslim soci-
eties with distinctive features and experiences. Third, a focus
on dramatic events tends to blind Americans to the varied ap-
proaches that the people and governments of Asia are taking in
determining the roles Islam plays in their societies today.

David D. Newsom, former US Ambassador to Indonesia, in
the same book, writes that for a variety of reasons, the attitude of
many Americans towards the Islamic world tends to be nega-
tive, supports those observations. In the minds of many Ameri-
cans Islam is associated with the Arab world, although the vast
majority of its adherents live in Asia, east of the Persian Gulf.
Such a perception has resulted in unnecessary retaliatory ac-
tions against Arab-looking people in the aftermath of the Sep-
tember 11 tragedy. If there is a broadly negative view of Islam in
the United States, according to Newsom, it springs primarily
from two perceptions.

One is that Islam—particularly fundamentalist Islam—rep-
resents a threat to the interests of the US. This is because in
certain countries such as Libya and the Philippines, Islam is
identified with direct attacks on strategic US interests. The other
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is that Islam is basically perceived as an inhumane religion as a
result of a distorted view of Islamic social customs. Islam as is
described by popular media lends itself to sensationalism, for
example, Islamic law penalties, such as flogging, as well as
reported acts of fanaticism and terrorism. Americans associate
Islam with the imposition of restrictive customs. Islam is identi-
fied with polygamy, the seclusion of women, greater restric-
tions on women’s dress and participation of women in public
life, and harsh forms of justice. I personally have a funny expe-
rience upon my first visit to Germany in the late 1970s. Follow-
ing my introduction as a Muslim, my new German friend’s first
question was: “How many wives do you have?”

The Americans’ negative attitude towards Islam has in turn
resulted in a similar Muslims’ negative attitude towards the
United States. Many in the Muslim world look favorably on,
and are favorably inclined towards, the United States, but they
are inhibited in expressing their views by the strong belief in the
Muslim world that the United States is anti-Islam. The image
problem is further complicated in the eyes of friends of the US in
Asian Muslim countries because the Western media seem to
focus only on political activities of extremist Muslim movements,
not on the more positive aspects of the Muslim community. To
name one example, an Islamic alms raising to help the poor
organized by Dompet Dhuafa Republika, which is known and
appreciated nation-wide in Indonesia is never given any atten-
tion by Western correspondents stationed in that country.

Stereotypes

Cultural encroachment from the West is also seen as a threat
to Muslim societies. Deep within the traditions of these societ-
ies are lingering feelings regarding the Crusades, which are
compounded by humiliation that comes from a recollection of
the European and American domination of once great Islamic
societies. This is aggravated by American publications and films
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whose attitudes toward Islam range from patronizing to insult-
ing. Novels, television shows, and films that express stereo-
types of sheiks as villains arouse particular ire. Islamic tradi-
tions are portrayed without adequate consideration of historic
truths or Muslim sensibilities. The difficulty of empathizing
with Muslims is compounded in the case of church groups in
the United States who often see Islam as the primary obstacles
to missionaries propagating the Christian faith abroad.

The former US Ambassador observed all these in the 1980s.
We can imagine how deep the aggravating damage of Islam in
the twenty-first century is in the uni-polar political and eco-
nomic constellation led by Washington. The Islam Infonet of
August 27, 2002 reported that the majority of US Muslims,
amounting to some seven million people, suffered Post-Septem-
ber 11 bias. This is the direct impact of stereotyping, generaliza-
tion, and oversimplification.

According to a survey conducted by the Washington-based
CAIR (Council of American-Islamic Relations), 57 per cent of
American Muslims say they experienced bias or discrimination
since the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks and almost all
respondents (87 per cent) said they knew of a fellow Muslim
who experienced discrimination.

Meanwhile, AFP reported on August 28, 2002 that the Sep-
tember 11 anniversary stirs up bad memories for US Muslims. It
quoted a Muslim as saying that the media has a responsibility
to give news, but they should not keep on going about things
that spread hate. On the same day the Dallas Morning News re-
ported that Muslims look uneasily to September 11. The US
Muslims have become the targets and the victims of “guilt by
association”.

But to be fair I have to admit that stereotyping, generaliza-
tion, and oversimplification also still trap many Muslims, in-
cluding journalists. For example, any Westerner or white man
is identified as Christian or non-Muslim and therefore, anti-
Islam. Such a notion has resulted in sweepings of foreign tour-
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ists, particularly Americans and Europeans, launched by fun-
damentalist Muslim groups in several hotels in Indonesia re-
cently.

Another thing that many Americans do not comprehend is
that Islam is diverse, not only between Muslims living in differ-
ent countries, but also within a country. John L. Esposito, pro-
fessor of Religion and International Affairs, Georgetown Uni-
versity and editor of the book mentioned above, cites an ex-
ample of Indonesian Muslims who are grossly divided into a
minority of Islamically observants (santri) and a majority of nomi-
nal Muslims (abangan). Such a division is nowadays seen as no
longer valid or even as an oversimplification, particularly with
the re-awakening of Islam since the 1990s which was among
others marked by the establishment of the Ikatan Cendekiawan
Muslim Indonesia (Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals Associa-
tion).

By way of observance, Indonesian Muslims are divided into
two groups: Traditionalists (Nahdlatul Ulama) and Modern-
ists (Muhammadiyah). Again, such a division is now no longer
seen as significant. In political orientations, Indonesian Mus-
lims are wide ranging, varying from staunch supporters of Is-
lamic political parties fighting for the implementation of the
shari>‘a (Islamic law) to supporters of nominal, even non-Islamic,
nationalistic and secularist parties.

Despite the diverse ways of observance and political orien-
tations, Muslims are united by strong feelings of solidarity as
members of a worldwide Islamic community (umma). Many
Americans do not understand this. Despite differences among
Muslim states, the Islamic world (Muslims from Morocco to In-
donesia, Arabs and non-Arabs) lends sympathetic attitudes to-
wards Palestinians in the Arab-Israeli problem, which comes
as a surprise to many Americans. It has been widely known
since decades that the central obstacle of effective relations be-
tween the Islamic countries and the United States is the conflict
between the Arab States and Israel.
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Unfortunately, the Bush administration is not sensible
enough. An Editorial in the Washington Post of September 5,
2002, criticized the US government. Written by Jimmy Carter
under the heading of “The Troubling Face of America”, the edi-
torial says: “Tragically, our government is abandoning any
sponsorship of substantive negotiations between Palestinians
and Israelis. Our apparent policy is to support almost every
Israeli action in the occupied territories and to condemn and
isolate the Palestinians as blanket targets of our war on terror-
ism”.

Rufa Cagoco-Guiam, research and development Director of
Mindanao State University shows a sympathetic understand-
ing of Islam. She writes in The Media and Peace Reporting (pub-
lished by the Philippine government in 2000):

The popular literature on Islam indicates that it is the most
misunderstood religion or way of life in our predominantly
Catholic country, but also in many parts of the world. Islamic
zealots claim that this is the result of Western-oriented Zion-
ist-influenced global media. The worldwide resurgence of Is-
lam has been explained as a reaction to such influence.1

Obstacles: Inability to Respond

It has often been said earlier that media play a significant
role in creating misperceptions about Islam for Americans and
vice versa, Muslims towards Americans. It is unfair to blame
only the Western media for the prevailing misperceptions. De-
spite the fact that most Islamic countries are equipped with news
agencies, and radio and television stations at a national level to
convey information on Islam for overseas audiences, the Islamic
media have also contributed to these misperceptions in the two
worlds, namely by not producing adequate, accurate, and pro-
fessionally written reports on Islam to correct so-called biased
reports by the Western media.

News institutions have made joint efforts to correct the im-
balance flow of information from the Western (industrialized
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countries) to the developing (Islamic) countries through vari-
ous news exchange networks such as IINA (International Is-
lamic News Agency), NANAP (Non-Aligned News Agencies
Pool), OPECNA (OPEC News Agency), OANA (Organization
of Asia-Pacific News Agencies), BONAC (Broadcasting Orga-
nization of Non-Aligned Countries), and ABU (Asian Broad-
casting Union). But because of a lack of professionals and in-
sufficient technological equipment to meet international stan-
dards their efforts are of no avail. They are unable to compete
with transnational wire services, or global radio and television
networks. The same is true for Muslim Internet services.

It must be admitted that for some countries, especially those
with authoritarian democracy, the absence of press freedom
poses a major hindrance to the supply of quality information
for Western consumption. In non-English speaking countries,
like Indonesia, news services in the most spoken international
language for foreigners are a rarity. Since its establishment nine
years ago until now the Republika daily, which is known as the
mouthpiece of Indonesian Muslims, has not yet been able to
provide information in English through its On Line service.

As a journalist of almost 30 years, I have to testify that biased
reports by media (Western and Islam) are not solely attributed
to the journalists’ bad intentions and failures. Oftentimes the
so-called biased reports are attributable to the absence of reli-
able sources. Of course, in some cases media act as an actor in
the policy making process, playing a role in agenda setting. But,
by and large and in principle the media do not invent the news.
Focusing on dramatic events is not only practiced by Western
journalists. It has been a common journalistic practice every-
where. Sean MacBride in his Many Voices, One World (1980) as
quoted by The Media and Peace Reporting cites the criteria for
news most commonly mentioned: “timeliness, wide interest, out
of ordinary or out of the norm, and finally the element of con-
flict”. News coverage is also cued by events and tied to specific
and isolated occurrences, rather than long-term processes.
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But I have to admit that media reports are not governed by
one framework or certain journalistic theories. News is the re-
sult of combined factors and considerations. At times, media
are very critical to their own governments and societies, while
at another times they are pursuing a bi-partisan policy for the
sake of so-called national interests. The latter took place in the
aftermath of the September 11 attacks when the American tele-
vision stations subdued to the call of the US government for not
airing a video-taped speech of Osama bin Laden, the number
one suspect of the WTC bombings. The media in Australia,
Canada, England, Japan, and France followed their American
friends. This act of media censorship by the US government
was criticized by the International Media Forum sponsored by
the UN at its meeting in commemoration of the International
Freedom of the Press Day on May 3, 2002.2

For the sake of national interests, media may obey appeals of
the government. Hopefully it is also for the sake of national
interests that the New York Times of July 29, 2002, criticized the
US government. It says that the US is doing a poor job in coun-
tering growing anti-American sentiments overseas and must
revamp the way it promotes its foreign policy abroad. Quoting
the Council on Foreign Relations, the paper reports that the
council asserts that many countries, in particular predominantly
Islamic ones, see the US as “arrogant, self-indulgent, hypocriti-
cal, inattentive, and unwilling or unable to engage in cross-
cultural dialogue”. Such a rising tide of resentment may under-
mine the Bush administration’s efforts to fight terrorism and
become an obstacle if the US decides to invade Iraq, the report
says.

These examples give vivid evidence that media have their
own character and principles that are not always easily inter-
vened by outsiders, including the government. This takes place
not only in Western countries, but also in Indonesia in the
present Reform Era.

The prevailing misperceptions must also be attributed to



62

Parni Hadi

Muslim scholars. Newsom says that Muslims, including Mus-
lim scholars, seem to have difficulty in explaining their religion
and way of life in ways that will be read and understood by
outsiders. Muslim writers have a tendency to be theological in
their approach and to use extensive Arabic terms and Islamic
concepts that bewilder American readers. It is ironic and unfor-
tunate that there are not many current popular books on Islam
written by Muslims. I purposely quote many statements by
Newsom, because the topic of this discussion focuses primarily
on the relations between Islam and the United States on the
occasion of commemorating the first anniversary of the Septem-
ber 11 tragedy, since most of his observations remain valid until
today.

New World Civilization

Everybody dreams of a new civilization which guarantees
respect for human dignity without any discrimination due to
religious, racial, cultural, social, and national background or
economic status. But the dream, I am afraid, will never come
true for developing (Islamic) countries, which are not adequately
equipped with the ability to convey information carrying their
values and interests to contribute to the long-awaited new civi-
lization. Mostly the values and interests of Western countries
controlling the flow of global information will determine the
new global civilization, if we wish to call it so, which emerges.
Thus, an ideal new civilization with proportional, if not equal,
contributions from all nations, religious beliefs, and cultural
values remains a dream for Islamic (developing) countries.

Of course, we may hope that the dream will come true if all
followers of religion faithfully and whole-heartedly observe the
essence of all religions, which is to advocate  “love”. Among
noble sayings to be observed in the context of the relations be-
tween the West and Islam are the following: “Do unto others as
you would have others do unto you” for Christians, and what
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Prophet Muhammad said: “None of you truly believes until he
wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself” for Muslims.
Could we?

Solutions

Acknowledging the important role of media as the conveyor
of values and interests, solutions to eradicate misperceptions
among different peoples with different religious and cultural
values must be sought for through the following steps:

First, dialogues between Western and Islamic specialists and
opinion makers to foster mutual understanding. Second, ex-
change of visits of scholars, journalists, writers, film makers,
and artists for a certain period of time that gives them enough
opportunities to get a feeling being of at home in each visited
country. Third, training of journalists, writers, and filmmakers
from Islamic (developing) countries in Western societies to in-
crease their professionalism. Fourth, improving the professional
and technological capacities of news organizations in Islamic
countries. Fifth, joint publication of books and journals foster-
ing mutual understanding. Sixth, joint film making with ac-
tors/actresses representing both Western and Islamic societies.
Seventh, establishing professional global Islamic radio and tele-
vision networks. Finally, activating diplomacy by Islamic dip-
lomats.

Notes
1 Rufa Cagoco-Guiam, “Telling the Truth of the Other: Images of
Islam and Muslims in the Philippines,” in The Media and Peace Report-
ing: Perspectives on the Reportage of the Peace Process, Melinda Quintos
de Jesus, ed. Pasig: Office of the Presidential Adviser on the Peace
Process (OPAPP), 2000.
2 Editorial of KOMPAS daily, May 4, 2002.
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Azyumardi Azra

September 11 and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

The tragedy of September 11 brought Americans together as
a nation, united in grief and resolve. At the same time,

Americans from every walk of life began asking some tough
questions about America, global terrorism, and the Muslim
world. Even though so far it is only Osama bin Laden and Al-
Qaeda who have been held responsible for the September 11
tragedy, the US has also been launching its global “war against
terrorism” and against Muslim radical groups wherever they
are, which are considered primarily to target America and the
West in an unholy war of terrorism. With regard to the Israel-
Palestine conflict, the US and Israel condemned Hamas and
Islamic Jihad groups as terrorist organizations. Although their
targets were not as spectacular as the World Trade Centre and
the Pentagon buildings, Hamas activists and other Muslim radi-
cal groups have conducted a series of suicide bombings in Is-
rael and Palestine. In response to these accusations, Hamas’
leaders maintained that the use of violence is a form of legiti-
mate resistance and retaliation against Israel’s occupation and
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its use of unrestrained violence and terror against Palestinians.
The circle of violence between Palestinians and Israelis be-

came completed with the rise of terrorism among Jewish indi-
viduals and groups. For instance, Baruch Goldstein, a medical
doctor, killed over 30 Muslims as they were praying on Febru-
ary 25, 1994. When the peace talks between the Palestinians
and Israelis gained a new momentum, Yigal Amir, an activist
who yearned for a truly Jewish society in Israel, killed Prime
Minister Yitzak Rabin on November 4, 1995, on his way to a
great peace rally held in the plaza of the city hall in Tel Aviv.
Perpetrators of these acts of terrorism justified their deeds by
using Jewish theology, historical precedents, and biblical ex-
amples.

Different Historical Narratives

Conflict and violence between the Palestinians and Israelis
have a long history. Many outsiders now often assume that the
main source of the latest series of violence is the status of the
West Bank and Gaza. In fact, the conflict runs far deeper. Pales-
tinians and Israelis have radically different historical narra-
tives. This predates the occupation that began in 1967; they go
back to each side’s self-conception as a historical victim, and
they have engendered much mutual hatred. The Palestinians,
other Arabs, and many Muslims outside the Middle East be-
lieve that Israel was created and defended by the US and other
Western countries to keep them weak and divided. The contin-
ued loss of territory and the routine humiliation of the Palestin-
ians create only a greater sense of disillusionment that in turn
leads to even worse violence as represented by Palestinian sui-
cide bombers, including young females.

The Principles of the Oslo Accord

The Oslo Accord between Israel and the PLO of 1995 prom-
ised to resolve the Israel-Palestinian issue. The Accord foresaw
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both separation and cooperation for the two states: Israel and
Palestine. Partition of the disputed areas would occur in stages
and would be facilitated by confidence-building measures and
a gradual easing of Israel-Palestinian enmity. The two sides are
expected to cooperate in such areas as security, trade, and la-
bor, and to defer resolving the most divisive issues, including
Jerusalem and the refugees. A key premise of the Oslo talks was
that formal peace agreements would produce greater trust and
security for both sides. Although several interim accords have
been negotiated, however, such trust has shown few signs of
developing. Now, after many months of bloodshed, it seems
that the Oslo Accord is virtually dead.

Derailment of the Oslo Accord

Policies and actions between both sides have threatened to
derail the Accord. Many Israeli leaders resented the election of
Arafat as “President” of the Executive Council of the Palestin-
ian Legislative Assembly in 1996. The Hamas suicide bomb-
ings in 1996 as reprisals for the killings of Hamas leaders by
Israel again threatened to derail the Oslo Accord altogether. On
the other hand, since Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu was
elected Prime Minister the peace process was in effect put into
cold storage. Under both Labor and Likud governments, Jewish
settlements continued to be built in the Occupied Territories of
Palestine violating the Accord and infuriating the Palestinians.
The policies of the hawkish Prime Minister Ariel Sharon have
only led to further violence. Witnessing the political wrangling
and intensified violence between Israelis and Palestinians,
Muslims and many others around the world, including Jews,
were amazed at the audacity with which Israelis appeared to be
the pursuing an ethnic cleansing policy. In their attempts to
maintain their political position, all three latest Israeli Prime
Ministers (Benjamin Netanyahu, Ehud Barak, and especially
Ariel Sharon) pander the zealots among Zionists and ultra-con-
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servative religious groups, for whom anything Muslim or non-
Jewish is anathema.

Land for Peace

The search for peace between Israel and Palestine should
pursue a middle course toward disengagement and subse-
quently waiting for matters to stabilize. This of course should
not obscure the fact that the Israeli-Palestinian cooperation re-
mains a vital long-term goal. Just as the current inflaming pas-
sions necessitate disengagement in the short-term, the stubborn
constraints of Middle Eastern geography necessitate coopera-
tion in the long run. Israel’s military solution would not put an
end to Palestinian nationalism and struggle; and the Palestin-
ians will never be able to eliminate Israel through force. There-
fore, the two sides must learn to live together in a peaceful man-
ner. In this respect, the Oslo Accord’s underlying two-state vi-
sion remains sound; sooner or later, they will have to come back
to the idea of partition. Thus, the concept of “land for peace” is
the cornerstone of all efforts to negotiate an end to the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict. It is still the only option. Israel will part with
Gaza and the West Bank. On that land, the Palestinians will
establish their own independent state. In return, the Palestin-
ians and other Arabs will formally end their claims on the Jew-
ish state and normalize ties. This concept is of course also sup-
ported by the latest peace proposal put forward recently by
Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia.

The Status of Jerusalem

No doubt, one of the most crucial issues is the status of the
Holy City, Jerusalem. It is interesting to reconsider (former) Presi-
dent Clinton’s suggestion; he proposed that in the end, Jerusa-
lem must also be divided, but shared, and serve as a capital of
two states. Clinton maintains that, “What is Arab should be
Palestinian and what is Jewish should be Israeli”. Following
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the Clinton formula, the Old City of Jerusalem would be divided
between Palestine and Israel. Palestinians would be in control
in the Muslim and Christian quarters, while the Jewish quarter
would remain under Israel’s control. The Armenian quarter
would also go to Palestinian sovereignty. While the most sensi-
tive area is the H {ara>m al-Shari>f, revered by Muslims as the place
where the Prophet Muhammad ascended to Heaven, for the
Jews the site is known as Temple Mount, and Jews believe that
it is the place where the ancient Jewish Temple once stood. Ac-
cording to the Clinton formula, Palestinians and Israelis must
accept split-level sovereignty. The Islamic sites on the Temple
Mount Plaza, the al-Aqsa Mosque, and the Dome of the Rock
would fall under Palestinian sovereignty while the Western Wall
and the subterranean space below the plaza, where Jews be-
lieve their temple lies in ruins, would be controlled by Israel.
But, neither side would be permitted to excavate the Temple
Mount platform. The painful principle behind this plan is that
Jews and Palestinians (as well as Muslims at large) would have
to set aside their competing claims over whose God is the True
God and whose history is legitimate.

Reconciliation

The Oslo Accord contains an important principle for peace
between the two sides, that is, reconciliation. While the Israelis
have accused Arafat of failing to publicly chart a course for
reconciliation, the Palestinians see no sign of reconciliation from
the Israelis either. The two sides to this end have implemented
no program. Top leaders of Israel and Palestine never gave a
single speech—let alone program—to their respective people
calling for reconciliation. With regard to reconciliation both sides
should attempt to ease misperceptions and prejudices against
one another. In the contemporary relationship between Pales-
tinians (Muslims) and Israelis (Jews)—as a consequence of the
creation of Israel and continued conflict between the two sides—
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Muslims are often accused of being inherently anti-Judaic, anti-
Semitic, and anti-Zionist. By definition Muslims cannot be anti-
Judaic. Whatever internal differences with Judaism, it is part
and parcel of the Islamic cultural and ideological tradition. Jews
are very much “People of the Book” (Ahl al-Kita>b). Similarly Mus-
lims cannot be anti-Semitic because the original Muslims, the
Arabs, were themselves Semites. Anti-Zionism among Muslims
is understandable, since for Muslims this ideology is the basis
of the creation of the state of Israel at the expense of the Palestin-
ians. However, since the clock cannot be turned back for the
Palestinians to reacquire their lands nor to eliminate Israel, or
for the Israelis to eliminate the Palestinians, the only option is to
establish peaceful existence; here, reconciliation between the
two sides is one of the most important and proper things to do.

Role of International Powers

The future of peace between Israel and Palestine is also much
dependent on international powers, particularly the US and
other Western countries. To lay the groundwork for disengage-
ment the US and other Western countries should help the Israe-
lis and Palestinians contain the chaos and halt the violence.
They should be less tolerant of violations of the agreements by
either side; and should be fair to both sides in order to ease the
impression of a double-standard attitude on the part of the US
to the Palestinians. Peace will not work if treaties and accords
are not implemented fully and fairly. At the same time, the US
should do what it can to make the Palestinian Administration
more viable, encouraging and helping Palestinian economic
development in order to dilute the PA’s dependence on Israel.
Washington should press the oil-rich Arab and the Persian Gulf
states to use a fraction of their oil profits to help the economic
development of Palestine. The US should also start promoting
Palestinian democracy in a bid for more accountable and cred-
ible government. Finally, the US must remind the leaders of the
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two sides that merely creating a border or even a stonewall will
not automatically result in lasting peace. Therefore, Palestin-
ians and Israelis must learn to speak the language of reconcili-
ation, or else peace and cooperation will remain elusive.





The Arab-Israeli Conflict and Hostility to
the West in Arab and Islamic Countries

Osama Ghazali al-Harb

This contribution tackles the role played by the Arab-Israeli
conflict in creating and nurturing hostile attitudes towards

the West in general and the United States in particular. Hostil-
ity in the Arab and Islamic worlds against the United States
and the West was roused in an unprecedented way in the wake
of the dramatic events of September 11, 2001, in New York and
Washington, and the discovery that all its perpetrators were
Arabs and Muslims. Two hypotheses have arisen in this regard
to explain these attitudes.

The first is that these hostile feelings are an expression and
extension of the difference in culture and civilization between
Islam and the West, a difference that marks the long history
between the Muslims and the Christian Western world. With
the growing dichotomy in terms of culture and civilization be-
tween the two sides in the modern age, these feelings, especially
towards the United States, have increased and culminated in
the events of September 11.

The second hypothesis does not deny the impact of the dif-
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ferences in culture and civilization between the two sides, yet it
sees this as minimal when compared to the impact of US policy,
and Western policy in general, towards the Arab and Islamic
worlds, and especially the US policy towards the Arab-Israeli
conflict. These policies trigger sentiments of hostility in the Arab
and Islamic worlds and aggravate the feelings of the differences
in culture and civilization.

Unfortunately, many Israelis and their friends in the United
States and Europe are endeavoring to exclude the second expla-
nation and focus instead on the cultural and civilization di-
mension, lest public opinion in the West hold Israel responsible
for the harm caused to them by the Arabs and Muslims and
thus apply pressure to change the US and general Western policy
towards Israel.

However, this paper adopts the second explanation, which
charges US and Western policy with the responsibility for such
sentiments of hatred, not for the sake of shifting this policy
against Israel, but only for the sake of achieving more balanced
stances towards both parties in the Arab-Israeli conflict, where
efforts exerted for the achievement of the legitimate rights of the
Palestinian and Arab peoples should match those devoted to
the maintenance of Israeli security and prosperity.

The incompatibility of the cultures and civilizations of Is-
lam and the West is rooted in the long history of competition
and conflict between them. From the first third of the seventh
century up till midway through the eighth century, and in al-
most only 100 years, the Arabs and Muslims managed to estab-
lish an empire that extended across North Africa, Iberia, the
Middle East, Persia, and northern India. Yet at the end of the
eleventh century, after about two centuries of stability, tension
between Islam and the Christian West began with the Cru-
sades—in 1095—through which the European rulers tried to
establish a Christian kingdom in Jerusalem and its surround-
ings though this ended in total failure by the end of the thir-
teenth century.
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At around the same time, the Ottoman Turks emerged, in-
vading most of the Balkans and North Africa, taking Constan-
tinople in 1453 and besieging Vienna in 1529. For almost 1,000
years, quoting Bernard Lewis, “from the first Moorish landing
in Spain to the second Turkish siege of Vienna, Europe was
under constant threat from Islam”.1

Western Christian counterattacks started in the fifteenth cen-
tury, with Europe regaining Iberia by conquering Granada in
1492. At the same time, thanks to their maritime excellence, the
Europeans were able to surround the Islamic territories and
break through to the Indian Ocean and beyond. The failure of
the second Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1683 was the beginning
of a long retreat. The Balkan peoples struggled to free them-
selves from Ottoman rule and the Ottoman Empire became the
“sick man of Europe”.2

However, one cannot but agree with Samuel Huntington
when he says—contrary to the opinions of others—that:

The relations between Islam and Christianity, both orthodox
and Western, have often been stormy. Each has been the other’s
other. The twentieth century conflict between liberal demo-
cracy and Marxist-Leninism is only a fleeting and superficial
historical phenomenon compared to the continuing and deeply
conflictual relation between Islam and Christianity. At times,
peaceful coexistence has prevailed; more often the relation
has been one of intense rivalry and of varying degrees of hot
war … Across the centuries the fortunes of the two religions
have risen and fallen in a sequence of momentous surges,
pauses and counter surges.3

Nevertheless, the idea of acute confrontation of civilizations
between Islam and the Christian West under Ottoman rule re-
flects many reservations. Graham E. Fuller and Ian O. Lesser
argued that:

The Ottoman Empire was, in final analysis, part of the system
of European countries, and it was joined by France in a certain
period against the Habsburg dynasty. Other European coun-
tries, such as England, against Russian aggressions, supported
the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans, moreover, relied on the
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Christians in the Balkans and appointed them to various posts.
The Muslims and Christians knew each other well and lived
in most cases side by side in a number of societies, each of
which abided by its religious rituals and local laws and ap-
plied them independently. The Ottoman Empire was a multi-
faith state … where each local religious society had its own
rights and structure of authority.4

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire (which was the
last political embodiment of the Islamic “state”, which encom-
passes all Islamic countries and territories under the “rule” of
the caliph), the confrontation between Islam and the West turned
from a confrontation between a Christian Europe and a “united
Islamic empire” to one between a number of colonizing Euro-
pean countries and colonized Islamic ones. Almost the entire
Islamic world, from Indonesia to Morocco, and from Central
Asia to sub-Saharan Africa, with the exception of the Arab pen-
insula and Afghanistan, fell into the hands of European pow-
ers: Britain, France, the Netherlands, Spain, Portugal, Italy, and
Russia. This, in turn, led to the decline of the “comprehensive”
or “religious” aspect of the confrontation, which had to vie with
a “nationalist” dimension related to the struggle of these peoples
to obtain their independence. Furthermore, the centre of the
former empire, Turkey, gave up the idea of the Islamic caliphate
altogether and turned to secularism.

Focusing on the Arab world, one can detect more than one
combination of the religious-cultural dimension with the na-
tionalist dimension in the face of foreign control. In the Arab
Mashriq, the crystallization of the nationalist sentiment was
associated with the rejection of Ottoman control, despite its Is-
lamic identity, before European colonization. Although the na-
tionalist movement, in its beginnings, was related to the efforts
of the Christians in the region, it gained considerable momen-
tum and achieved enormous popularity with the Muslim ma-
jority through the nationalist organizations and parties that
emerged at the beginning of the century. The same holds true of
the “Arab Revolution”, under the leadership of al-Shari >f
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Hussein of Mecca, which got its main support from Britain in
its confrontation against (Muslim) Ottoman control. Yet on the
contrary, in the Arab Maghrib the confrontation with French
colonialism, along with its cultural aspects, was associated with
the crystallization of an Islamic identity that almost united with
the national one. In this regard, the Algerian people were de-
scribed as Muslims before being Algerians. In the heart of the
Arab world, however, in Egypt, there was a unique balance at
some points between the “national” and “religious” tenden-
cies among the Egyptian elite.

This means then that Arab attitudes towards the West, start-
ing from the twenties and thirties of the last century, were the
outcome of colonial control by the European countries over the
Arab ones, and not only the result of cultural and religious dif-
ferences. This colonial control in fact contributed to nurturing
Arab Islamic feelings against Western hegemony.

Hostile Arab sentiments towards the West can be interpreted
historically in terms of the empirical control over the Arab and
Islamic peoples more than in terms of mere cultural and reli-
gious contradictions. The implication of this fact becomes all
the more clear when examining Islamic reform movements in
the modern Arab world. With the end of the Ottoman Empire,
reform movements started to emerge in various parts of the Arab
world as a reaction to the acute deterioration that befell the re-
gion under Ottoman control in comparison to Europe’s renais-
sance, the Arab world had heard of. These movements are often
categorized as either Salafi> movements, which seek a return to
the pure primary origins of the religion and refuse to submit to
Western culture, or modern movements that seek to merge Islam
and superior European civilization. The first, which is repre-
sented in the Wahhabi movement in the Arab peninsula, the
Mahdi movement in Sudan and the Sanusi movement in North
Africa, sought to return to the origins of Islam, make do with
their heritage and shun Western civilization, warning of its
dangerous effects on the purity of Islam. In other words, these
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movements tended, albeit to different degrees, to separate them-
selves from the West rather than attack it or render it a foe.

More important though is that modern renewal movements
emerging in the Arab world at the beginning of the nineteenth
century sought mainly to make a compromise between Islam
and European modernization and not to reject or rival it. The
core of the message communicated by the pioneers of modern
Arab thought, spearheaded by Rifa’a al-Tahtawi, Khair al-Din
al-Tunisi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, and
Abdul-Rahman al-Kawakibi, was to harmonize Islamic and
modern enlightened European thought. They all sought—each
according to his own vision and methodology—to purify Is-
lamic thought from all aspects of weakness and deterioration
and to inject it with the intellectual and enlightened tendencies
that prospered at the time in Europe in social and political fields.
Al-Tahtawi and Khair al-Din, in particular, sought to set a new
cultural composite to unite Arab-Islamic and European cultures
in one whole, being inspired by the previous achievements of
the Arabs in their renaissance in the area of interaction with
more advanced cultures.

This trend continued in the Arab world, and especially in
Egypt, in the first half of the twentieth century. A long line of
intellectuals and thinkers, including Qasim Amin, Ali Abdul-
Raziq, Taha Hussein, and Muhammad Hussein Haikal, all
looked towards Europe and European culture, seeking to learn
from it and merge it with Arab culture. Thanks to these thinkers
the Arab region, with Egypt at its heart, witnessed an intellect-
ual boom that cannot be denied, as well as a promising open-
ness to European culture and values in a number of economic
and social spheres.

The questions that raise themselves here, however, are: why
have these efforts not reached their conclusion, and why has
there not been a radical comprehensive modernization of Is-
lamic thought and culture capable of reaching the roots of Arab
Islamic societies and renewing their concepts? These questions
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have many answers, such as the nature of the prevalent under-
developed social and economic conditions, the state of cultural
and educational weakness of the lower classes, and the strength
of backward and conservative religious ideas. Yet topping this
list is the effects of European colonialism, which controlled most
Arab countries from the end of the nineteenth and the begin-
ning of the twentieth centuries.

For the powers of Arab modernization, colonialism raisesd
a problem that was hard to solve: how to combine the legitimate
political rejection of European colonization (whether British,
French, or other) with the advocacy of the great and enlighten-
ing values of European culture and civilization.

Just as the confrontation with European colonialism helped
to differentiate between revolutionary or fundamentalist politi-
cians unwilling to make compromises or reach a common un-
derstanding with foreign powers, and other, moderate politi-
cians, so, in intellectual and cultural circles, did the confronta-
tion distinguish between intellectuals and pioneers of religious
thought who were willing to represent Western values and cul-
tures (such as Ahmed Lutfi al-Sayyid, Ali Abdul-Razak, and
Salama Moussa) and others more cautious.

In the 1930s, in this general context, the Arab region wit-
nessed the emergence of a new element that carried its political
and cultural implications on to the course of Arab life as a whole;
namely Zionist Jewish immigration to Palestine and the initia-
tion of the project to establish the state of Israel.

Despite what we have just covered, it is still possible to hy-
pothesize that the cultural and religious conflict between Islam
and the West is not enough in itself to produce strong feelings of
hostility between Muslims (and the Arabs in particular) and
the Western world. But this is linked with other political influ-
ences and factors, such as Muslim unity under one empire that
seeks invasion and expansion (such as the Ottoman Empire),
and the Western powers’ colonization of Islamic countries and
the accompanying economic and technological gap (as at the
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end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries).
And the Zionist project in Palestine, crystallized in the emer-
gence of the Israeli state in the middle of the century, played an
important role, the influence of which surpassed those of other
factors.

To start with, one should note the special religious and his-
toric significance for the Muslims and Arabs of Jerusalem, a city
that lies in the heart of their region. According to Islamic doc-
trine, Jerusalem was the first qibla for Muslims, the point to-
wards which they face during prayer, before it became the Ka’ba
in Mecca, their eternal qibla. The al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem
is the third most sacred of Islam’s holy places following the
Ka’ba in Mecca and the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina. More-
over, according to Islamic doctrine, Jerusalem is the place of the
Prophet’s nocturnal journey from Mecca, from which he as-
cended to the seven heavens. Jerusalem is also home to the Sa-
cred Rock, which is associated in the minds of Muslims with
the nocturnal journey.

After the Islamic conquest of Jerusalem in 638 CE, the caliph
Umar Ibn al-Khattab went personally to take over the city in
honor of its holy status. He assured the city’s Christian citizens
that their lives, possessions, and churches were safe, and guar-
anteed them freedom of worship. Omar’s pledge as it became
known, laid the basis for the relations between the Muslim and
non-Muslim residents of Jerusalem, as adhered to by Salahuddin
al-Ayyubi (1187 CE) and Ottoman sultan Salim I (1516 CE).

The Muslim caliphs constructed Jerusalem and the Umayyad
caliph Abdul-Malik bin Marwan and then his son al-Walid
built the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa mosques. In several
successive ages, Jerusalem was ruled from Damascus, Baghdad,
Cairo, and Constantinople, and it witnessed the establishment
of mosques, schools, and houses for the study of the Quran and
Hadi>th (traditions of the Prophet) as well as markets, hotels,
bathhouses, etc. The maintenance of these buildings was funded
by the waqf, or endowment, systems financed by the caliphs,
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sultans, military leaders, scholars, and the men and women of
the state.

From the political historic perspective, the beginning of the
twentieth century witnessed the crystallization of the Arab na-
tionalist movement in the Middle East and the start of the dis-
mantling of the Ottoman Empire, while, at the same time, the
Zionist movement began to consider migration to Palestine as
an expression of “Jewish nationalism”. On this point Maxim
Rodenson says:

It was bad luck for this kind of Jewish nationalism, which has
been named Zionism, that the original residents of Palestine
started to become influenced by a similar intellectual move-
ment, namely Arab nationalism, at the same time that the
trend grew towards the call for the establishment of a Jewish
state in Palestine … The First World War (1914-18) allowed
both Arab and Jewish nationalism to make remarkable leaps
forwards.5

This meant an inevitable clash between emerging Arab na-
tionalism and arriving Jewish nationalism. This was acknowl-
edged by the Zionist pioneers and was nurtured by the deep
nationalist sentiments on both sides.

But more important than this, the Arabs were in no doubt
about the role played by the European colonialist nations—
which had dominated their countries since the beginning of the
twentieth century—in the foundation of the Israeli state. For
while these nations desired the establishment of separate enti-
ties in the region, which later became the states of the Arab
Mashriq, they perceived that the state most worthy of support
in Palestine was a Jewish and not an Arab one.

Apart from Zionist pressure and internal policy consider-
ations in Britain, British decision makers believed that a Jewish
Palestine would secure the position of Britain in the Middle
East after the First World War and would protect vital roads to
India, not to mention securing financial and political support
from Jews worldwide. The British foreign minister Lord Balfour’s
declaration to Baron Rothschild in November 1917, in which
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he stated that the British government viewed favorably the es-
tablishment of a national homeland for the Jewish people in
Palestine, was the real beginning of the establishment of Israel.
In the view of Muslim Arabs, however, who considered it an
ominous promise, it was a token of a European conspiracy aim-
ing at the establishment of an alien state in their midst, like a
dagger in their hearts. The Arabs of Palestine, meanwhile (de-
prived of foreign support) were no longer capable of establish-
ing an Arab state in Palestine on their own.

At the same time as arrangements were being made for the
establishment of an Israeli state, the Arab countries were totally
absorbed in their struggle for independence before and then
after the Second World War. Amid their struggle, these coun-
tries saw their support for the Palestinian people as an expres-
sion of solidarity against two allying foes, colonialism and Zi-
onism, and an indication to the persistence of Arab national-
ism.

Finally, the eruption of the Arab-Israeli conflict during the
Cold War era included it in the context of confrontation be-
tween the East and the West. Although the Soviet Union and
some of the countries of Eastern Europe were primary support-
ers of the establishment of Israel, the prerequisites of interna-
tional competition shifted the East-West polarization to the Arab-
Israeli conflict. This was enhanced by a Czech arms deal with
Egypt in the mid-1950s, yet most important was the harsh stance
taken by the Arab leftist forces against Israel together with the
nationalist forces.

It is no exaggeration to say that the establishment of the state
of Israel on Palestinian land was the turning point in the con-
temporary history of the Arab world. Since this time, the main
features, ideological priorities, and historic eras, whether of the
Arab world as a whole or of its members separately, have been
formulated in accordance with the prerequisites and develop-
ment of the confrontation with Israel. Based on geographic close-
ness, the Arab countries were divided into countries in direct
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confrontation (Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon) and those
supporting it. Another division for the Arab countries was based
on the levels of intransigence or easiness in their relations with
Israel. In this regard, the Arab countries were divided into na-
tionalist and reactionary or rather revolutionist and conserva-
tive. After the Camp David talks, the Arab countries were then
divided into countries of endurance and resistance in the face
of the “feeble defeatist” Egypt.

Therefore, it is no accident that the Arab world changed dras-
tically after the 1948, 1967, and 1973 wars, which brought with
them immense psychological and emotional distress as well as
enormous human and material losses, especially in the con-
frontation countries.

On the international level, the emergence of the Israeli state
and the eruption of the long Arab-Israeli conflict came at a time
in which drastic changes were taking place in the world order
following the Second World War. These changes were repre-
sented mainly in the emergence of the United States as leader of
the Western camp and heir to the fading British Empire, and the
start of a new era of Cold War between the East and the West. It
was not strange then that Jewish and Zionist powers focused
their activities to secure support from the new superpower (the
United States), just as they had previously secured support from
Britain. Yet Britain’s traditional cleverness to balance its sup-
port for the Jewish state in Palestine with the establishment of
good relations with the Arab ruling elite (represented in its sup-
port of the establishment of the Arab League) was not matched
by the attitude of successive US administrations, with few ex-
ceptions.

Over almost 50 years of Arab-Israeli conflict (including the
developments of the peace process that started in 1979), the
high levels of Arab political and emotional mobilization against
Israel were only countered by similar levels of unwavering US
bias towards Israel, and the general and provocative overlook-
ing not only of Arab governments’ demands and insistence but
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also, most importantly, of the emotional feelings (of political
and religious origins) of ordinary Arab people across the re-
gion.

We are in no need to review the compassionate attachment
that links the United States and Israel from 1947 up till now.6

Many references elucidate the various aspects of the US bias to
Israel, which was clear in the eras of every US president who
witnessed the birth of Israel and the conflict with it, starting
from Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson until Nixon, Ford,
Carter, Reagan, Bush the father, Clinton, and even Bush the
son. According to official reports, the aid given by the United
States to Israel stands at almost US$ 3 billion annually, though
it could actually reach US$ 5 billion. Most of this aid takes the
form of military equipment financed by taxes paid by the Ameri-
can people. In addition, the United States provides large amounts
of money to Israel on a regular basis, in the form of collateral
bonds allowing Israel to borrow more money from banks. On
the political level, the United States overlooks the international
community and even works to alter its perception of the legiti-
macy of Israel’s actions. The United States has always made
use of its permanent membership in the Security Council, using
its right of veto against any resolution that criticizes Israel. More
than once, the United States and Israel have been in awkward,
if not shameful, situations, where they together faced the world
in the UN General Assembly.

While the General Assembly has managed to issue resolu-
tions that condemn Israel, it does not enjoy any real power or
authority. Accordingly, no one in the Arab world, and espe-
cially not among the Palestinians, can separate Israeli actions
that ran counter to international law and the criteria of demo-
cratic states—such as assassinations, torture, and the bombing
of civilians by tanks and fighters—from the absolute support
provided by the United States. The researcher in US policy to-
wards the Middle East can easily perceive that the US focus has
been centered on support of Israel all the way, regardless of its
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being right or wrong, more than on promotion of the peace pro-
cess between Israel and its neighbors. The United States has
played a vital role that cannot be denied in bringing about the
agreements of Camp David and the Egyptian-Israeli treaty, as
well as the agreements convened with Jordan and the Palestin-
ian Authority. Yet it did not show any real interest in the intro-
duction of comprehensive projects for a real and comprehen-
sive peace between Israel and its Arab neighbors in a way that
reflects its weight and capabilities.

Yet what is perhaps more worthy of attention while talking
about “Islam” and “the West” is not merely US protection of
Israel and all the justification given for its actions, but the influ-
ence exerted by Israel and its supporters inside the United States
to formulate the US vision towards the Islamic world and the
mechanisms of dealing with this world. The leaders of Israel, in
all their willingness to confront Islamic resistance organiza-
tions inside the occupied Arab countries, such as Hizbullah,
Islamic Jihad, and Hamas, have spared no effort to mobilize the
United States and European powers in their fight against Is-
lamic fundamentalism, rendering it the primary foe of the West
since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Many declarations from
Israeli leaders such as Yitzak Rabin and Shimon Peres allude to
the threat represented in fundamentalist Islam threatening the
entire planet and comparing it even to communism, Nazism,
and fascism. Former Israeli Prime Minister Benyamin
Netanyahu strove to convince the Americans more than once
that “the Arabs and the Muslims do not hate the United States
of America for supporting Israel, but they rather hate Israel as it
is an extension of US culture and civilization”.

It was thus no coincidence—as observed even by US ana-
lysts—that the United States, motivated by its desire to defend
its direct interests (the protection of Israel and the flow of oil)
adopted a dual policy in the Arab countries of the Middle East,
especially with regard to issues such as democracy and human
rights. This policy is all too evident when comparing, for in-
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stance, the US vision regarding the same issues in other Islamic
regions, such as Indonesia and Malaysia.7

In this context, the destructive impact of US policies in the
Middle East, and in particular the unwavering and flagrant
bias towards Israel, on the Arabs’ vision (both Muslims and
Christians) of the United States is quite clear. So why can’t the
numerous US research centres and opinion-poll institutes fig-
ure out this close relationship between US policy, on one hand,
and the negative attitudes of Arab public opinion against Is-
rael, on the other? The overwhelming majority of the ordinary
citizens of the Arab world have no background in the cultural
contradiction between them and the Americans and have only
slight knowledge about US hegemony over the world and their
countries. However, they know only too well a very simple fact;
that the United States usually supports Israel against the Pales-
tinians and the Arabs.

Many researchers and specialists in Middle Eastern affairs,
including some of the most prominent in the field, such as Ber-
nard Lewis, admit the truth in the existence of a “refusal” or
“hatred” towards the United States in public opinion in the
Arab world, and the Muslim world as a whole. However, they
criticize these feelings and tendencies, and regard them as il-
logical, attributing them, in essence, to reasons other than the
US policy towards the Arab-Israeli conflict. At the forefront of
the reasons used to explain the negative tendencies towards the
United States are: the suffering of the people of the Arab world
due to their non-democratic governments, the widespread fun-
damentalist and extremist religious thought that is hostile to-
wards non-Muslims, and poverty and crippled economic
growth, in addition to other widespread leftist and extremist
nationalistic views.8

To a certain extent, these observations are valid. However,
what is more important is that most of these reasons are also
closely linked to the faltering and tragic consequences of the
Arab-Israeli conflict. It is not difficult to prove, for example, that



89

The Arab-Israeli Conflict

the excessive spending on armament and the colossal cost of
war with Israel are reasons behind the economic hardships those
countries in direct opposition with Israel have suffered, and
this has undeniably hindered their economic development
programmes. It is also not difficult to see that the public mobili-
zation for war against Israel was a reason behind the popular-
ity and existence of the leftist and extremist nationalistic views
that reject Israel and American “non-imperialism”, etc. How-
ever, we shall put more emphasis here on the effect the Arab-
Israeli confrontation has on the existence and sustainability of
the region’s non-democratic regimes, and its strengthening of
fundamentalist Islamic movements.

Firstly, since the establishment of Israel at the expense of
Palestinian rights and freedoms, “supporting the Palestinian
people” and confronting the Zionist threat has become a source
of “legitimacy” for political powers in the Arab world. Since
1948, ruling Arab regimes have been keen to enforce their legiti-
macy by practicing some kind of activity that includes a role
antagonistic to Israel. This may even stop at merely producing
ardent slogans, participating in conferences, or releasing state-
ments incriminating Israel and supporting the Palestinians.
Therefore, the seven independent Arab states in 1948 made sure
to participate in a war against Israel although the aim of the
war was not clear to those armies involved in it, and they were
not aptly prepared for it. The Arab defeat in 1948 was among
the most important reasons behind the retreating popularity of
the ruling regimes in Egypt and Syria, and hence their fall. On
the contrary, Gamal Abdul-Nasser’s political triumph in 1956
was at the forefront of the reasons that supported his legitimacy
in Egypt and the Arab world. When Nasser was defeated in
1967, all the Arab countries hurried to support him against Is-
rael as a means of reinforcing their own legitimacy. And as a
matter of fact, it appeared as if just the proclaiming of stances
against Israel in itself was a source of legitimacy. And it was no
coincidence that the first public statement of every military coup
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in the Arab world started with a promise to work for the sup-
port of the Palestinian cause and to combat Zionism. This also
sheds light on the truth that the confrontation with Israel was
in itself an important element that explains the absence or stum-
bling of democracy in the Arab world, and especially in the
countries neighboring Israel.

This confrontation, and especially during the times of war,
was a justification for repressing freedoms and undermining
democratic development. In Egypt, for example, the war of Pal-
estine in 1948 was the first occasion on which martial law was
declared and civil and political freedoms were thus restricted.

During the era of Nasser, which witnessed many political
and military confrontations with Israel, all forms of prohibi-
tions appeared on the freedom of expression and other free-
doms. “National security agencies” thrived under mottoes such
as “confrontation first”, “no cry is higher than the cry of battle”,
and “the freedom of our land is above all freedoms”. On the
contrary, though, it was no coincidence that some political lib-
eration came only after the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement.

In reality, the link between the existence and practices of
authoritarian systems in the Arab world and the slogans of
“struggle” against Israel and “for the Palestinian people” is a
normal and recurrent matter in the region as a whole. A prime
example of this is Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. For al-
though this system is among the most despotic and cruel, and is
notorious for abusing and squandering resources not only in
the Arab world, but in the world as a whole, it was and remains
extremely successful in presenting itself to Arab public opinion
as the regime capable of challenging Israel. Though that has
never happened in a serious manner throughout its long and
bloody history, this Iraqi regime’s proclaimed position remains
one of the most important sources of its Arab “popularity”,
which renders any attempt to strike Iraq a dangerous undertak-
ing.

Secondly, there is no doubt that defining Israel as a “Jew-
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ish” state affected the religious aspect of political life in the
Arab countries. This occurred through either the establishing of
contradictions with Jewish minorities and excluding them, or
through developing political Islamic causes aimed at confront-
ing “the Jewish threat”. This is especially true after other politi-
cal powers failed to do so. In Egypt, Jews enjoyed a safe and
secure life, active and flourishing economic activities and reli-
gious freedom. Their numbers increased from around 5,000 in-
dividuals in 1830 to more than 65,000 in 1947. Some of them
played an important role in Egyptian public life. Examples in-
clude Yakoub Sanoua, who founded one of Egypt’s famous
newspapers in 1877 and was considered an integral partici-
pant in the Egyptian nationalist movement. Or Youssef Katawi,
who was a member of the committee that planned Egypt’s con-
stitution in 1923, minister of the treasury in 1924, and a repre-
sentative in parliament for one of Egypt’s southern electoral
districts. The prominent role Jews played in Egyptian economic,
financial, and commercial life was not met with any refusal or
hatred by the rest of Egyptian society. Yet even so, most of these
Jews were attracted to Zionism, and the establishment of Israel
was the turning point that marks their departure from Egypt,
especially after official circles started to view them with a doubt-
ful eye.

However, what is more important is that the religious feel-
ings that prevailed in the popular Egyptian reaction to the dan-
gers facing the Islamic holy places in Palestine in the 1930s
gave a strong push to the Islamic tendency within the Egyptian
nationalist movement. Palestine was thus regarded as an op-
portunity for jiha >d against Zionism and a means of gathering
more popularity and noticeable political weight. The defeat of
Nasser’s regime (which described itself as socialist and revolu-
tionary) by Israel in 1967 presented an opportunity for Islamic
political powers to present themselves as an alternative to the
system. The Jewish nature of Israel contributed to the develop-
ment of the view that the struggle was one between Jews and
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Muslims. Later on, throughout the various stages of the con-
frontation, Israel’s obstinate policies helped support violent Is-
lamic groups, which seemed to provide the only logical answer
to Jewish extremism. It was not difficult for fundamentalist Is-
lamic organizations, via their leaders, to equate Israel with the
United States, and consider the latter the most basic reason for
not only the existence and continuation of Israel, but for its hos-
tile colonial policies and its transgressions of Palestinian rights.
Sayyid Qutb (the most outstanding theorist of the fundamental-
ist extremist movement in Egypt and also the most fanatical
and uncompromising) explained this tendency with extreme
clarity.

The dichotomy here was at its peak when the United States
sponsored a number of Islamic powers—conservative and fun-
damentalist—to help combat communism, while these powers
remained opposed to Israel, refused its very existence, denied
its legitimacy, and loathed US’ support for it.

This contribution aimed at highlighting the important role
US politics plays in the Middle East, and its contributions to
feeding the feelings of anger and hatred against the United States
and the West in general. The central idea displayed here is that
if there truly is a feeling of cultural and historical difference or
antithesis and rivalry that the Arab and Muslim peoples feel
towards the West, this in itself does not at all explain the feel-
ings of hatred and enmity. So what turned this cultural differ-
ence and variety into hatred was in essence the political factor
that influenced these relations, such as the old enmity between
the Ottoman empire and the major European powers, the West-
ern colonization of the Muslim world, and maybe what is most
dangerous and hard-felt, the Western support and the flagrant
American bias towards Israel, neglecting Palestinian and Arab
needs which have attained international legitimacy.

It is no secret concerning the modern development of the
Arab world that its major religious and political reform move-
ments since the mid-nineteenth century started with an appre-
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ciation and admiration of Western intellectual, political, scien-
tific, and industrial accomplishments. They aimed at learning
from the West and interacting with it, not to clash with it or
make it an enemy. And if Western colonialism played a major
part in twisting this relationship during the first half of the
twentieth century, the Arab-Israeli conflict and the biased West-
ern (and particularly US) stance towards Israel played a more
unconstructive and dangerous role in the second half of the
century. And this seems to have continued into the twenty first
century. There is no doubt that the worst side of that truth is the
appearance of fundamentalist extremist movements that un-
lawfully attribute themselves to Islam. These movements found
in US and Western political bias towards Israel their largest
source of legitimacy among the Arab public as well as political
acceptance. It was by no means a coincidence that Osama bin
Laden, who now leads the most dangerous of these movements,
presents himself as a freedom fighter and struggler against Zi-
onism and Israel and against the American hegemony which
totally supports them, as did Saddam Hussein.

From all this we can conclude that reaching a fair, final, and
comprehensive solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict is among
the most important elements that will contribute to removing
the feelings of hatred and enmity against the West, and the
United States in particular. Such a solution will also contribute
to removing the legitimacy from the evil terrorist organizations
that threaten everyone; in the Muslim world and in the West.
And regarding the current developments of the stumbling peace
process, I believe that the key to a solution could be presented if
the United States proposed to personally formulate and enforce
a resolution, without leaving either direct party—Israel or the
Palestinians—space for tardiness, tarrying, or procrastination.

The peace and safety of the world, including the peace and
safety of the United States, the West, and the Muslim world, is
larger and more important a cause than should be left to the
Palestinian inability to make a decision or the greed and short-
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sightedness of the extremists in Israel and their friends in Wash-
ington.

Notes
1 Bernard Lewis, Islam and the West (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1993), p. 13.
2 John L. Esposito, The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1992), p. 47.
3 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of
World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997), p. 209.
4 Graham E. Fuller and Ian O. Lesser, A Sense of Siege: The Geopolitics
of Islam and the West (Westview Press, Rand Study, 1995), p. 47.
5 Maxime Rodinson, Israel and the Arabs (Penguin, 1982), p. 10.
6 George W. Ball and Douglas B. Ball, The Passionate Attachment,
America’s Involvement with Israel, 1947 to the Present (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1992), p. 78.
7 Augustus Richard Norton, “Rethinking United States Policy to-
ward the Muslim World”, in: Current History, February 1999, p. 51.
8 Bernard Lewis, “The Roots of Muslim Rage”, The Atlantic on Line,
www.thealantic.com/issues/90sep/rage.htm.



Muslim and Christian Minorities
in Western and Muslim

Countries

Part 4





The September 11 Tragedy:
Crash or Breakthrough in

Muslim-Christian Relations?

Alex Soesilo Wijoyo, S.J

Vermin, poison, atrocious death: what different resonance
they have to our age of suicide as armament, anthrax,
resurrected pox.
Every other week brings new warnings, new false alarms;
it’s hard to know how much to be afraid, or even how.

(C.K. William, “Fear”, New York Times, August 29, 2002)

In the midst of the fear, paranoia, anger, and frustration that
C.K. William conveys and depicts in his poem “Fear” as the

general atmosphere that prevails in the West, particularly in
the United States in the aftermath of September 11, and in com-
memoration of its first anniversary, can we sincerely hope, with-
out sounding preposterous, that there will be any positive out-
come in the Muslim-West relation, and in particular, in the rela-
tion between religious minorities and majorities?

Is it possible to expect that from the ashes of the September
11 human tragedy a new dawn of understanding between East
and West could arise? Or could it be a beginning of a new con-
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struct out of the old habitus that exists in the minority-majority
relations?

Surely, our initial reaction would be one of cynicism or per-
haps you will accuse me of being overly optimistic in my hopes
for the future of the Muslim and Christian minorities in the
West and in the Muslim world. “It is impossible,” you will say
as the September 11 tragedy has created a deeper chasm be-
tween the two civilizations and especially now if we consider
ongoing world events.

As a matter of fact, right now we are on the verge of a pos-
sible pre-emptive strike against another Arab nation. The Bush
II administration has been beating the drums of a possible uni-
lateral war against Iraq. Despite opposition from senior govern-
ment officials of the previous Bush I administration, President
Bush junior seems bent on going to war without making a clear
and persuasive case against Iraq. In response, the Arab League
voted against supporting the US against such move.

After the September 11 incident, visitors to the US have no-
ticed how far it seems to permeate the American way of life. In
airports, security checks are stricter, pilots are now allowed to
carry guns in the cockpit, the newspapers are saturated with
the news of the latest developments, and people with Arabic
sounding names get questioned.

Several cases are reported on how activities related to Islam
are getting closer scrutiny and Muslim minorities are subjected
to a variety of harassments. In academic circles several inci-
dents have been reported. A computer-science professor of
Middle Eastern descent from a university in Florida was de-
ported to his country for staying in the US for over 10 years
beyond his legal limit.1

 Eager to find a provocative keynote speaker for a three days
symposium in the context of the September 11 first anniversary
commemoration, Colorado College invited Hanan Ashrawi, a
forceful and articulate spokeswoman for the plight of the Pales-
tinians. Her presence drew protest from Jewish groups in Colo-
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rado and Jewish College students of the said school.2 Conserva-
tive Christians raised a protest over the University of North
Carolina’s Decision to require incoming freshmen to read a book
by Michael Sells, Approaching the Quran: The Early Revelation
(White Cloud Press, 1999). Although inclusion of selected texts
from various religious traditions as reading assignment has
been a long-standing academic tradition in US Universities.

In the art and cultural world, Jackie Mason, a famous stand-
up comedian of Jewish background, managed to squeeze out a
decision from Zannion Comedy Club in Chicago to cancel an
overture act by Ray Hannaia, an Arab American.3

Brad Foss of the South-Florida Sun Sentinel reported, “Some
fliers keep a low profile. They attempt to avoid notice. Interroga-
tions, body searches, and suspicious stares are common these
days for air passengers with darker complexions and foreign
names”.4 In addition to that, an increasing number of threats
against mosques and other Islamic institutions have been re-
ported. These are but few examples of the consequences of the
tragedy towards Muslim minorities in the West.

The New York Magazine cover page of the November 5, 2001
issue shows a lot of the condition that minorities are going
through. A nervous, terrified Sikh cab driver had to drape his
cab with American flags in semblance of American patriotism
to avoid being victimized by the situation. In other words if
there is any group of people most affected by this terrorist act, it
is the minority group and how they are being perceived by the
society they live in.

Although the attack happened on US soil, the tragic conse-
quences of this human tragedy have reverberated into the al-
ready divided world of the two civilizations of the West and the
Muslims. Furthermore, it has further exacerbated the already
strained relationship between Muslim and Christian minori-
ties throughout the world, such as in several conflict areas like
Poso and Ambon, Indonesia. The mass media has a crucial role
in inculcating this (misleading) perception.
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Let me shift gear here from the September 11 context. Let me
instead relate a historical overview on how Christian minori-
ties were perceived in the Muslim world, particularly in the
Middle East. Since the classic studies by A.S. Trittion The Ca-
liphs and Their non-Muslim Subjects (Oxford: rpr 1970) and by
Antoine Fattal Le Statut légal des non-musulmans en pays d’Islam
(Beyrouth: 1958) there has not been much development or inter-
est in the study of the status and role of non-Muslims in Islamic
countries, particularly as regards Christian non-Muslims. The
main reason for this lack of interest is closely associated with
post-Muslim colonialism in which the habitus of the world has
changed, particularly with the formation of Muslim nation-states
in former Western colonies.

Before the advent of Western colonialism, for many centu-
ries Muslim rulers in the Middle East governed their subjects,
including non-Muslims, under the shari>‘a law and under the
Ottoman millet system; non-Muslims enjoyed religious freedom
in terms of practicing their religion, obtained the status of pro-
tected people (ahl al-dhimma), but including all the restrictions,
disadvantages, and discrimination affecting their roles in soci-
ety. The dhimmis status became the habitus of the day, some-
thing acquired, reproduced, and maintained which was taken
for granted as part of their way of life and this remained so for
centuries. Until the end of the nineteenth century people’s self-
identity was drawn along religious lines. People lived together
en bloc in quarters based on their religion or ethnic background.
To the present day Lebanon and the city of Jerusalem are clear
historical witnesses of this.

In the subsequent development of the political and economic
encroachment of the Ottoman Empire by Western powers, the
West found that the status of non-Muslim subjects and their
treatment by the Ottoman rulers were unacceptable. With the
aim of protecting non-Muslims, the West sought for legal ex-
emptions of non-Muslims from shari >‘a law. In the nineteenth-
century, “European expressions of concern about the rights of
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local non-Muslims could not be severed from the political agen-
das of European powers”.5

In the post-colonial era, the founding of nation-states marks
another shift in the position and the status of non-Muslims in
Islamic counties. The question of their legal status as “protected
people” (dhimmis) once again surfaced. This time the rulers of
these new Islamic nation states attempted to adopt the format of
the Western constitution, including matters enjoyed by the citi-
zens of the West such as equality before the law, a constitution,
and religious freedom, to name but a few. However, if we look
into the constitution of Islamic countries at present, we get the
impression that they have not adopted the principle of “equal
rights under the law” or perhaps they simply avoid addressing
the issue and thus continue to practice the millet system from
the Ottoman era.

In the modern and post-Muslim modern era, the status of
non-Muslims in Islamic countries was considered based on the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The principle
of equal protection under the law and of non-discrimination on
the basis of sex and religion is enshrined the UDHR, article 2
and in the ICCPR articles 2 and 26. In a subsequent develop-
ment, the UN General Assembly, November 25, 1981, proclaimed
the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance
and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief, thus affirm-
ing and strengthening respective articles in the UDHR that “any
distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on reli-
gion or belief and having the purpose or as its effect nullifica-
tion or impairment of recognition, enjoyment or exercise of hu-
man rights or fundamental freedom on an equal basis.” Fur-
thermore, articles 3,1-2 call for the member states to act to abol-
ish any patterns of discrimination in their legislations:

All States shall make all efforts to enact or rescind legislation
where necessary to prohibit any such discrimination, and to
take all appropriate measures to combat intolerance on the
grounds of religion or belief in this matter.



102

Alex Soesilo Wijoyo, S.J

For the first time, nation-state members of the UN were called
to take action on these issues. In beginning this call to action
sounded genuine to many Islamic countries. Even then, just like
before, they were reluctant to take action, or simply avoided the
issues, and instead argued for an independent Universal Is-
lamic Declaration of Human Rights. A.A. Mayer concludes,

The Islamic Human Rights do not provide any real protection
for the rights of religious minorities comparable to those found
in international human rights laws. In fact .... it seems to en-
dorse pre-modern shari >‘a rules that call non-Muslims to be
relegated to an inferior status if they qualify as members of
the ahl al-kita>b and for them to be treated as non persons if they
do not qualify for such inclusion.

The problem is that the Western countries’ call for human
rights has been marred with colonialist politics of expansion
and domination. This political agenda of the Western countries
could jeopardize addressing the human rights’ issue and the
rights of the minorities in Islamic countries on their own merit.

So we can say then that minority groups in both Western
and Muslim countries are marginalized based on the percep-
tion of their religion by people from the majority. What can we
do then to alleviate the conditions of these groups in order for
them to live in harmony in the society of their choice without
being victimized because of their religion?

Crash or Breakthrough

We can safely say that each group acts according to its habi-
tus. According to the French philosopher and sociologist,
Bourdieu (The Logic of Practice, 54), habitus is “a system of du-
rable, transposable dispositions, predisposed to function as a
structure,” “a product of history, [which] produces individual
and collective practices—more history—in accordance with the
schemes generated by history.” Frames of mind and “rules of
conducts” are acquired, produced, and conditioned by society
itself through its institutions, particularly through education.
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We are born into the habitus of the group or community we
belong to.

Our behavior toward, and perception of, others are shaped
by our habitus, and socially reproduced again and again until
a breakthrough occurs. Let me share with you a funny poem by
Robert Desnos, about a pelican:

Le capitain Jonathan Captain Jonathan
Etant age de dix-huit ans eigtheen years of age
Capture un jour un pelican one day caught a pelican
Dans une ilê d’Extrême on an island in the Far East

Orient
Le pelican de Jonathan, Jonathan’s pelican
Au matin, pond un oeuf laid a white egg in the

tout blanc morning
Et il en sort un pelican which produced a pelican
Lui ressemblant that amazingly looked just

étonnament like it
Et ce deuxiême pelican and this second pelican
Pond, a son tour, un oeuf laid a white egg in its

tout blanc turn
D’ou sort, inévitablement which of course produced
Un autre qui en fait a pelican, which in its turn

autant did the same.
Cela peut direr tres This could have gone on

longtemps and on
Si l’on ne fait pas un but for the fact that one egg was

omellete avant. turned into an omelet

(Robert Desnos, Chantefleur, Chantefables)

It’s all social reproduction. A white pelican lays an egg that
hatches a baby pelican, that in its turn lays another egg. The
process goes on indefinitely, until somebody fries the egg as an
omelet. Habitus is reproduced again until somebody breaks it,
and thus starts a new beginning.

Our perception of the other is usually colored by prejudice.
And prejudice is the result of our ignorance of the other person.
Ignorance creates fear. Fear prevails in our relationship with
the minorities in our society. We fear so many imagined threats
that each of us has put up a wall instead of a bridge. We fear
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that the difference of the other group of people will cause us
harm. But we fail to consider that we could be different and
agree to be different.

To counteract ignorance, it is necessary to educate people
about the habitus of other religious communities in a religious
literacy program. This will demystify issues that cloud under-
standing of them. This will perhaps make us appreciate them
better as part of our own habitus. In this context, I challenge the
Psalmists—who are scholars and experts—to bridge the gap
between civilizations. They are full of knowledge, which will
provide the answers or the missing links between all these pro-
blems. We can continue to pore at our books in pursuit of higher
learning but it would not solve the problem. We have to be pro-
active and be part of the solution. We can start by making our-
selves understood by continuing to speak out in a language the
majority of the people understand. This is necessary so that the
majority will have a shift in attitude toward minorities in our
society, and vice versa.

According to Thomas L. Friedman of the New York Times,6
right after September 11, the majority of books on Amazon.Com’s
top 100 bestsellers lists were about the Middle East and Islam.
“There is a heightened interest in Islam, Islamic countries, and
of course curiosity and bewilderment about Osama Bin Laden.
Despite possible hardening in attitude, even solidification of
stereotypes toward Islam and Muslims because of some litera-
ture in bookstores, there is no doubt that Western eyes are open
to Islam, its faith and its people, in the Middle East and in South-
east Asia.” There have been many discussions in American
universities about Islam but Friedman regrets that there has
been no upsurge in interest in American studies in academic
circles in the Muslim world since September 11.

The planes that crashed into the twin towers in New York
and the Pentagon attacked the symbols of commerce and of the
military might of the United States. It is without doubt an act of
terrorism. Allow me to parallel this event with the similarly
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tragic event of the bombing of Pearl Harbor. The historical per-
spective in the aftermath of the bombing of Pearl Harbor tells us
of a development in history where good triumphs over evil in
the long run. The devastating attack on Pearl Harbor initially
resulted in animosity, anger, and hatred towards the Japanese.
It also drew a reluctant US Administration into the Second World
War, which eventually led to dropping of the atomic bomb on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. After years of suffering the conse-
quences of fatal devastation, and of diplomatic negotiations, a
truce was agreed upon by both countries which ushered in a
new era of cooperation and good relationships between the US
and Japan and by doing so broke the old habitus between the
two warring countries.

In a similar fashion, we can contend that from the ashes of
the September 11 human tragedy, a new civilization can rise in
harmony with the West. From my Christian religious back-
ground, such resurrection should not only be a belief, but should
also be a plan of action: that there is hope for the deconstruction
of the old habitus in the relation between religious traditions,
particularly Islam and Christianity. And new developments may
force that change to happen.

Impacts of Global Information Technology

Two revolutions became watersheds that changed the com-
plexion of the world and its habitants: a communications revo-
lution brought about by Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of print
technology in mid-fifteenth-century Germany, and the digital
revolution in information technology with the invention of the
computer by the end of the twentieth century. Fully aware of the
impact of print technology on our way of understanding the
world, our way of life, and which way we organize our society,
we are, as it were, dashed by the avalanche of technological
information the consequence of which has not yet become all
too clear to us.

Two characteristics of the digital information technology,
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however, will definitely change the relation among religious
communities: the speed of communication and exchange, and
its accessibility to the public.

Digital information technology “shrinks” and transforms
the world into borderless cyberspace. Communication between
people crosses new frontiers never traveled before. This is an
era of virtual presence and reality. We watch the war of the
coalition against Iraq on TV in our living room. We witnessed
the tragedy of September 11 with our naked eyes. We are present
in and part of the events themselves. The presence of other people
who differ in cultural tradition, outlook, and way of live be-
comes very immediate. This immediacy of the other makes ex-
change, adoption, and appropriation of values, even of behav-
ior, unavoidable.

Shaafeq Ghabra7 shares his experiences during his student
years in the United States and how these help him to cope with
extremism back home in Kuwait.

In graduate school, in the 1980’s, the most Zionist of all my
teachers would listen with empathy to my opinions and my
differences of perspective, and then argue. This opened the
way for respect, learning, and understanding. Tolerance, even
without accepting the views of the other, does have a moder-
ating power on people and permits for the repetition of the
cycle of understanding. Tolerance breeds tolerance. As profes-
sor of political science at Kuwait University, I practice my old
professor’s technique on my own fundamentalist students.

Religious identity has been predicated upon differences.
Value Judgment—usually negative—is involved in understand-
ing and perceiving differences. Jacques Derrida concocted the
term “difference” for the kind of difference when we say “black-
white”, “left-right”, instead of simply “black” or “left”. Com-
munication and interaction help reduce the intensity of the dif-
ference. The terms “Muslim—non-Muslim” and “Christian—
non-Christian” will diminish their separating power and their
potential as sources of conflict, when people live next to one
another and work together in a common pursuit.
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In the context of global communication, the traditional un-
derstanding of the status and role of non-Muslims in Islamic
countries and vice-versa will change sooner or later. The posi-
tion of non-Christians as “protected people” and “freedom of
religion” will be discussed once again. The difference is that
now the debate is generated and facilitated by modern commu-
nication and by the fact of being-in-communication with
others. Thus a new habitus is being in formation.

Global Communication Technology Impinge on
Authority

Authority has an affinity to access to information. Religious
authority used to claim ownership over “knowledge” and
“truth” because they had the monopoly and privilege of access,
in particular through literacy, to knowledge and truth. In Is-
lamic traditional education (pesantren), a santri student studies
Islam in interactive sessions with his kiai (sheikh) who holds
authority over a repertoire of yellow books. Similarly in the Ro-
man Catholic tradition, the clergy (clerus) used to be the literate
class of the community, and thus had access to the deposits of
faith. Gutenberg’s revolution in print technology—without
which the Protestant Reformation could not have happened—
impinged on the traditional religious authority of the Roman
Catholic Church, because people had direct access to the Bible.

The advent of the digital revolution, the information tech-
nology by means of computers, in particular the Internet—all
the more when Internet will be accessible via regular electrical
power cable—will widen public access to information, includ-
ing that on religions. Via radio networks, TV channels, and the
Internet, religious communities will be inundated with values
that are not necessarily compatible with religious values, no
matter which religion they belong to. This is, we contend, the
biggest challenge facing religions in this era of global commu-
nication technology. The notions of non-Muslim minorities in
Islamic countries or non-Christians in Western countries will
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change thereby. A new habitus of relationships between reli-
gious communities will form, perhaps for the survival of reli-
gions themselves, because religious communities all together
will be forced to turn into new types of “minorities” facing new
types of “majorities” founded on interests quite different from
what religions strive for.

The image of planes crashing into the Twin Towers was
tragic. It cost so many lives and has caused so much pain. But
we can also look at it with a different eye. It can be a symbol
instead of a breakthrough in the relationship between the West
and Islam. That perhaps will be a breakthrough that will open
up both worlds to greater understanding. It was a painful sight.
And now what is left in Ground Zero is a hallowed fresh begin-
ning for a more solid relationship between the West and Islam
by starting to reach out to one another, by educating one an-
other, by being literate about one another. I sincerely hope that it
will be an impetus for giving new meaning to how we view our
“religious minorities”. Finally I hope that in our minds we will
build the Twin Towers of two great civilizations standing to-
gether as equals so that we will get rid of the so-called minority-
majority state of mind.

Until then we can safely say that we are in the position to
say with Goethe, “Here and now begins a new era in world
history, and you can say that you were there”.
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Historical Burden and Promising
Future among Muslim and

Christian Minorities in Western
and Muslim Countries

Iik Arifin Mansurnoor

Evangelical tendencies highlight the difficulties and suf-
ferings of Christians in some Islamic countries…. Act-
ive efforts to convert each other’s members are still
made by some Christians and Muslims, sometimes even
using practical help and assistance as a means to con-
version.

(Johnstone and Slomp 1998, p. 362)

[The religious] commonality has not hindered Muslims
and Christians from fighting and hating each other over
the centuries. But today, as these two largest and most
dynamic of all the world’s religious faiths stand eyeball
to eyeball almost everywhere, … it may be the time to
seek a reversal of history’s precedent …

(Martinson 1994, pp. 99-100)

This contribution aims to analyse a number of historical
episodes involving Muslim and Christian minorities in the

context of contemporary society and state. These episodes will
be shown to uncover bitter and sweet relations between these
two religious groups. Even though this paper does not claim to
provide irrefutable lessons from its findings, it is expected that
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discussion of these historical episodes will, at least, lead to re-
flection on the common features and underlying spirit so re-
vealed. It assumes that religion forms only a part of human
cooperation and conflict, especially in a plural society. In exam-
ining these historical episodes, the macro-context and diverse
backgrounds will be elaborated for clarity and evaluation.

Religious history is customarily perceived as an instrument
for reviving sad stories and old hatreds. However, this variety
of history, properly and critically read, potentially presents other,
more optimistic, features. It is hoped that commonly held ha-
treds may be seen in a different light and that enhanced reli-
gious relations can be taken as a starting point to welcome and
enrich a more open and truly global world.

In a collection of articles on interfaith dialogue during the
early 1980s, ‘Abd al-Ra’uf, then the Director of the Washington
Islamic Center, argues that the remaining major contentious is-
sue between the Muslims and the Christians hinges on the
mutual recognition of each other’s worth and the avoidance of
coarse evangelism/conversion work.1

Well into the third millennium of our era, all religions, as
shown by the UN Special Rapporteur in 2001, have failed to
satisfactorily eradicate religious extremism and intolerance.
However, as has been repeated again and again here and on
many other occasions like this, religions, indeed, have emerged
to bring spiritual perfection and world peace. Islam and Chris-
tianity, to be more specific, have inherent and down-to-earth
messages of peace and love. Yet both, as missionary religions,
also aim at bringing the world into their respective fold. The fact
remains that not all peoples welcome them. The two are still in
the process of finding a better way to deal with those who refuse
to enter and accept them. Minority issues continue to pose un-
ceasing challenges to these scriptural religions, especially in
this age of open skies and globalization.

Both religions have offered some historical solutions to the
issue of minorities. Seen from the perspective of the modern
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world, these solutions seem to be rather outdated. This can be
seen clearly in the formulation of the Charter of The United
Nations (June 26, 1945), the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (U.N. General Assembly Resolution 217A [III], Decem-
ber 10, 1948), the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (1976), and the Declaration on all Forms of Religious
Intolerance (1981) and The International Religious Freedom Acts
(IRFA 1998). Perhaps we should not compare them in form; but
rather in spirit that the two, and in fact all, religions aspire to.
Indeed, the value and spirit suggested by the religions vis-à-vis
minorities should continue to inspire our contemporary and
future policy makers, researchers, and practitioners.

As can be observed from the constitutions of states, with a
Christian or Muslim majority,2 it appears that these states insist
on and adhere to the universal principles of equality and free-
dom of religion. Moreover, it is also evident that in the twentieth
century more reports of human rights violations, especially
published by such “neutral” bodies as Amnesty International,
have come from third world countries, including Muslim ones.
How can this be the case? I am convinced that non-religious
factors play no less important and crucial a role than religious
ones. Injustice toward a religious group, including a minority
group, manifests itself only as a symptom or the tip of the ice-
berg of larger legal and social problems. I shall bring the readers
to some concrete examples of how particular states, despite an
excellent record as regard religious freedom, have failed to up-
hold it, even if occasionally, under certain conditions. In the
late 1980s, for instance, France imposed a rule of not allowing
female Muslim students to wear headscarves (h }ija>b) at state
schools, a ruling, which clearly contradicts her own time-hon-
ored principle of freedom in lifestyle and belief. Recently under
the pressure of the “war against terrorism”, which is obviously
legitimate enough, the United States has committed many acts
against her Muslim citizens considered unlawful by her own
people, let alone American Muslims.
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Despite many similarities and even cases of identical word-
ing among modern constitutions on freedom of religious prac-
tice and belief, a major difference emerges concerning the propa-
gation and dissemination of religious teaching and belief. Among
Islamic countries the silence on this matter is very typical. In my
view the singular most immediate reason is defense against the
aggressive Christian missionaries. Why do Muslims choose this
approach? Is it not self-contradictory to their own religious mis-
sionary vocation? For many Muslims, the imbalance of wealth
and facilities between their own religious institutions and those
of the aggressive missionaries or evangelists do not permit a
level playing field.3

Persecution of minorities can also be contemplated in order
to silence co-religionist critics and the emotional masses. In many
parts of Indonesia, for example, pogroms and intimidation of
Christians or Chinese at times were arguably sponsored by the
hidden hands of the country’s leaders for no other reason than
safeguarding their own interests and political dominance.

The future of minorities, Muslim or Christian, and their bet-
ter treatment hinge not so much on the inherent value and spirit
of the Scripture as on the implementation of those ideas under a
democratic system. As argued by several scholars, a democratic
system is the best way to give minorities their rights and fulfill
their dreams.4

A tendency to superiority, proclivity, or an inferiority com-
plex, through whatever causes, do not lead to any conducive
coexistence among the major world religions. In the past Mus-
lims succeeded in establishing and pursuing a more open sys-
tem for minorities, in no insignificant part due to their opti-
mism, not superiority. Likewise in many advanced democratic
countries, the provision of more opportunities and more equal
treatment, at least relative to many other developing countries,
cannot be separated from their optimism about their own
achievement and modern vision.

As missionary religions, Islam and Christianity face the major
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question of how each deals with evangelism among the mem-
bers of the other faith. In theory Islam, from the very beginning,
had a categorical position about the Semitic religions, especially
Christianity and Judaism. Both are considered as scriptural and
valid religions. In historical reality, however, Muslim scholars
have put conditions on such an acknowledgement; for example,
only those people who were Christians and Jews prior to the
coming of Islam and their descendants are properly considered
Ahl al-Kita >b.

On the Christian side, only after the Second Vatican Council
did the Roman Catholic Church formally endorse recognition
of Islam as a religion, which deserves respect and recognition
on its own terms. Protestant denominations have not come up
with a universal or united approach to Islam. As Martinson
argues, the Protestant denominations in the US may be conve-
niently classified into three categories in respect to their ap-
proach to Islam or Muslims: Those which avoid Islam; those
which disregard Muslims and those which pave the way for
more interaction and dialogue (Martinson 1994, pp. 103-6).

In order to clarify the thesis of this contribution that in the
past Islam offered the best approach to minorities by its concept
of ahl al-dhimma and that the West in modern times has trans-
formed or rather surpassed that concept by a bold policy of
equality and freedom of religion, this paper will examine the
formation of minorities, give a historical overview of Muslim
and Christian treatment of minorities, and discuss Muslim mi-
norities in the West and Christian minorities in Muslim coun-
tries in our era. It is argued here that despite the outdatedness of
the Islamic concept about minorities and the sophistication of
the modern Western concept and approach to minorities, these
minorities continue to ask for more and that this originates from
disadvantages, discrimination, racism, and prejudice. It is also
assumed that the two religions have many commonalities, which
should be shared and developed in order to maintain them-
selves and to establish a better world order.
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Christian and Muslim Minorities

The formation of the Christian and Muslim minorities has
its origin in their respective early careers. As religions and sys-
tems of spiritual guidance, both religions clearly began their
careers in peace and as minorities. As such the two religious
communities by default share the history of other religious mi-
norities, particularly before their transformation into major
world religions. Yet the two religions insist on their universal
mission. They are, indeed, missionary and evangelist religions
par excellence. Although both declare that religion connotes nei-
ther compulsion nor use of force, in reality practices and poli-
cies developed otherwise. The Church declared to exterminate
the anti-Christ and the caliphate launched wars of expansion,
aimed at bringing humanity to their religious realm. Voluntary
migration by Muslims from their lands to predominantly Chris-
tian countries has no precedent in Islamic history, no previous
discussion in Islamic legal literature. The oft-discussed topics
include the predicament of the Muslim under a non-Muslim
government using such themes as: the new converts, alienated
from their previous co-religionists; the temporary visitor, taken
as a captive or traveling as a freelancer, an envoy or a trader; the
unhappy inhabitant of a Muslim country conquered by unbe-
lievers. “A mass migration, a reverse hijra of ordinary people
seeking a new life among the unbelievers is an entirely new
phenomenon that poses fundamental major problems” (Lewis
1994, pp. 16-17).

[C]an Islam accept non-Islamic minorities within its realm of
power as citizens with equal rights and guarantee them pro-
tection and freedom, including the freedom to propagate,
within the framework of generally recognized human rights?

(Martinson 1994, p. 210)

Christian minorities in Muslim countries today can be di-
vided generally into two categories. First, are those Christians
who had inhabited the land long before the rise of Islam. This
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can be seen in the presence of the Copts in Egypt, and the
Nestorians and other Eastern Orthodox in Syria, Lebanon, Pal-
estine, Jordan, Iraq, and Iran. The second group is those Chris-
tians who emerged after the coming of Europeans, especially
the Portuguese and the Spaniards, and those who have accepted
Christianity in the wake of missionary activities since the nine-
teenth century. Southeast Asian countries provide relevant ex-
amples for these phenomena, for example, the Catholics in the
Philippines and Malacca as well as the Batak Protestants in
Indonesia. The status and conditions of both minorities vary
greatly. Muslim migrants in the West consider themselves much
better off economically and socially. They earn more and enjoy
concrete freedom in diverse fields. Yet they are not fully free
from prejudice, discrimination, and other anomalies. Christians
in Muslim countries found themselves more sophisticated and
better educated, at least until the third quarter of the twentieth
century. By virtue of their advantage in education and closer
links with coreligionists in the advanced West, they occupy, if
not dominate, the professional establishment. Although the con-
stitutions of modern Muslim states have endorsed freedom of
religion, mistreatment against Christian minorities continues.

A Historical Overview

“Muslim rulers from the first Arab caliphs to the last Otto-
man sultans had allowed the Christian communities to live by
their own laws of personal status and to provide for their own
schooling and higher education” (Lewis and Schnapper 1994,
p. 15). Later the European colonial powers emulated in their
own ways this type of “communal legal autonomy” for the
Muslims living under their rule.

Christianity, being older, is not specifically prepared to face
the Islamic challenge; rather it has inherited a sense and mis-
sion of superiority to Judaism, which it transforms. Instead of
focusing on change among the Israelites, under the Apostle Paul,
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Christianity was introduced persuasively and peacefully to the
Gentiles. Although Christianity, as shown by the Church and
historians, started its career as a non-official religion, it grew
rapidly under the wing of the Roman empires. Closely related
to the Greek and Roman tradition of political monolithism and
centralization, during the Medieval Period Christianity pursued
its vigorous evangelism almost without trace of failure. Most, if
not all, entities were quickly swept under its umbrella, not al-
ways under its original emphasis of peaceful approaches. It did
not, at least, allow a minority in its realm.

At the same time it cannot be denied that the original style of
peaceful and persuasive calls to Christianity continued to be
pursued by individuals and more significantly by institutions
or orders. Figures such as Augustine in late sixth century Eng-
land and Robert de Nobili in sixteenth century India are well
known in this regard.

Chart 1: Expansion and Conversion

Phase Period Religious Call Phase Period Religious Call
One The first 

three 
centuries 
of C.E.

Propagated 
peacefully 
without 
political 
patronage

One The first 
two 
centuries

Conversion 
outside Arabia 
followed 
political 
expansion

Two The 4th 
to the 
15th 

State patronage 
effected major 
conversion

Two The 3th to 
the 14th 
centuries

Peaceful 
missionary 
activities
-Renewal of 
conquests 
under the 
Ottomans 
followed by 
slow 
conversion
-Peaceful 
propagation of 
Islam
Peaceful 
propagation

The 15th 
to the 17th 
centuries

Four The 20th 
century

Peaceful 
propagation

Four Modern 
period

Three The 16th 
to the 
19th 
centuries

Colonial 
expansion 
paved the way 
for conversion

Three

Christianity Islam
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The rapid spread of Christianity was partly due to state sup-
port in as early as the third century. Constantine the Great (from
Nis, named Flavius Constantinus [275-337 CE]) was the first
Roman emperor to embrace Christianity. He rebuilt Byzantium
and named it Constantinople. In 325 the first great ecumenical
council (General Council of the Christian church) was held in
Nicaea. Julian (331-63 CE) was the last Roman leader and then
emperor to oppose Christianity. Moreover, the determination
and religious push for missionary activities swept almost all
segments of the Roman world to Christianity. Islam rose from
the periphery and it thus has had from the very beginning some
form of minority proclivity and character. No wonder then it
nurtured not only pluralism but also a niche for minorities (ahl
al-dhimma).

After conquering the territories of the Middle East, North
Africa, and Central Asia, Islam only slowly absorbed the popu-
lation into its fold. The Ottomans from the fifteenth century failed
to follow this pattern. Interestingly, in West Africa and South-
east Asia, Islam has spread without closely following its earlier
pattern of conquest. Islam has taken roots in Western countries
relatively recently, even though it once was a dominant system
in the Iberian Peninsula. Unlike its arrival in the latter, in most
Western countries it generally grew out peacefully, introduced
by sailors, workers and immigrants in general. Thus, in the West
until quite recently Islam was never a religion of the indigenous
population. The majority of the Christians in Muslim countries
consist of indigenous population. A significant segment had
endorsed Christianity before the rise of Islam. The largest pro-
portion, however, became Christians following the European
expansion and especially in the wake of well-planned and well-
funded missionary work, especially from the nineteenth cen-
tury onward.
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Chart 2: Historical Overview of Minority Status
under Christian and Muslim Orders

Period Internal 
Context 

External 
Relations 

Period Internal 
Context 

External 
Relations 

Early Being itself a 
minority 

Vis-à-vis the 
Jews and the 
Roman 
subjects in 
general 

Early Being itself 
a minority 

Vis-à-vis the 
Meccans 

 

From 
the 4th 

century 

Encountering 
or rather facing 
the Jews, 
pagans and 
others 

Rapid 
absorption 
and pressure 
for conversion 

From 
the 620s 

Arab tribes, 
Jews and 
others 

Political 
subjugation 
with religious 
freedom as 
the protected 
subjects (ahl 
al-dhimma) 

From 
the 9th 

century 

Few pockets of 
isolated 
minorities 

Slow peaceful 
absorption 
and toleration 

From 
the mid 

8th 
century 

The Jews, 
the Copts, 
the 
Nestorians, 
the 
Zoroastri-
ans and 
others 

No more 
expansion, 
thus civil rule 
prevailed 
paving the 
way for 
peaceful 
propagation 
and more 
organized 
approach to 
minorities 

From 
the 11th 
century 

Face to face 
with Muslims 
during the 
crusades and 
the 
Reconquista 

Competition, 
rivalry and 
also process of 
learning  
(in Sicily and 
the Iberian 
Peninsula, the 
Muslims had 
little to hope 
as citizens) 

From 
the 14th 
century 

In addition 
to the 
above, a 
new pattern 
arose as the 
Ottomans 
expanded 
to the 
Balkan 

Muslim rule 
with religious 
autonomy (the 
millet system) 

From 
the 16th 
century 

Colonial 
expansion 

Political 
subjugation 
and crude or 
peaceful 
conversion 

From 
the 19th 
century 

Under 
European 
domination 

Warfare or 
accepting as 
the ruled 

From 
the 20th 
century 

 Better concept 
and 
approaches to 
minorities as 
secular values 
predominated 

  Political and 
economic 
difficulties 
pre-vented a 
better 
approach to 
minorities 

 

Christianity Islam
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Muslim-Christian Encounters

As stated above both religions endorse evangelism as inher-
ent teaching and mission. In the words of Jesus as reported by
Luke (Acts of the Apostles 1:6-8) on the mission of converting
the gentiles to Christianity:

[b]ut you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you; and you shall be My witnesses in Jerusalem and all
Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth.

At times references to the following verses become the trade-
mark of modern Christian evangelists. It is the belief in the ne-
cessity of bringing others, including Muslims, to the Christian
faith that has been objected to by the Muslims. Indeed, the Vatican
and some Protestant denominations have declared “accep-
tance” of other faiths, including Islam, in their own respective
right. The following Biblical messages are at times quoted out of
context: “Go and preach the Gospel to the whole world…”.
“Jesus is the Only one…”. “No-one can go to Father but …”
(www.cwmission.org.uk/ForumForm). Being a latecomer, rela-
tive to Christianity, Islam can simply be discarded as novelty or
corruption.

Historically Islam suggested the first and innovative idea of
coexistence among religionists. Conversion is not the only an-
swer to the community, nor is elimination ever entertained. In
the mo-dern era, especially after the Second World War, more
advanced and progressive ideas of accommodation have been
explored and promoted. The Islamic idea has become only one,
not even the best, in this struggle of idea advertisement.

Neither Muslim nor Christian minorities are free from com-
plaints and protests against treatment meted out against, and
conditions faced by, them. At the same time, both minorities at
different levels and stages have succeeded in pursuing their
activities, religious and evangelical, among segments of the host
population. Can we compare how the two communities have
fared? Is it true that Muslim minorities in the twenty-first cen-



122

Iik Arifin Mansurnoor

tury West have fared much better that the Christians under
Muslim majority rule? Does the nature of demographic forma-
tion of these minorities play a role in this difference, if any?
Generally, Muslim minorities in the West comprise a migrant
population. Yet the increasing numbers of Afro-Americans and
groups of Caucasians who accept Islam cannot be ignored. On
the other hand, most Christians in Muslim countries consist of
indigenous population who had been Christian before Islam-
ization or who have converted to Christianity rather recently;
thus they are not generally migrants. This demographic back-
ground, I believe, has a direct impact on the kind of response
and psychological approach of the majority. In the West, the
migrants can simply be ignored or avoided, if necessary. In
Muslim countries, the converts at times pose an embarrassment
and this results in maltreatment.

Christians in States Declared Islamic or States with
a Muslim Majority

Being historically a latecomer, Islam from the very begin-
ning of its emergence has experienced encounters with Chris-
tians. In many cases during the early period of political and
military expansion, Christians found themselves ruled by the
Muslims, for example, in Andalusia, North Africa, Egypt, the
Fertile Crescent, and Mesopotamia. Thus it is no wonder that
historically the early Muslim jurists specifically developed ways
of dealing with the Ahl al-Kita>b and the dhimmis. For some ju-
rists, this early historical experience has its specific legal mean-
ing. For example, the permission for a Muslim to marry a Chris-
tian or a Jew is conditioned by their belonging to these pristine
early Ahl al-Kita>b who had accepted their faith before the rise of
Islam. Almost all schools and sects of these early Ahl al-Kita >b,
especially the Christians, have survived until today. Indeed, it
is not farfetched to suggest that many of them survived by virtue
of being the dhimmis under Muslim rule. Thus one contribution
of Islamic society and state to religious pluralism is that during
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its early period of expansion, it had developed a pluralist ap-
proach to religions. Perhaps the confidence in the practicality
and the usefulness of the system, has made modern Muslims
dilemmatic, or rather dogmatic, and at times seemingly too con-
servative when dealing with the latest model of pluralism and
human rights.

Moreover, modern evangelism practiced alongside Euro-
pean colonialism from the sixteenth century onwards has in-
troduced Christianity to new generations of believers inside
Muslim territories. Such countries as Lebanon, Sudan, the Phil-
ippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia have seen the spread of Chris-
tianity among significant segments of their population, even
though they generally belong to ethnic groups, which never
embraced Islam.

In the light of these developments and of the background of
Christians in Muslim countries, this contribution will rely on
relevant cases taken from countries, which represent this diver-
sity. Egypt, for example, has harbored an old significant group
of Christian Copts who continue to maintain their religion de-
spite intensive Islamization. However, the Christians in Leba-
non can hardly be considered a minority group, neither qualita-
tively nor quantitatively, as their strength in numbers and their
muscle in the political and economic spheres compensate their
location amid the ocean of Muslim Arabs. Christians in Syria,
Jordan, Palestine, and Iraq can generally be grouped into an
Egypt-type one for their indigeneity and minority. Then, the
next model can be seen in the emergence of Christian minorities
following intensive evangelism and colonialism launched after
the sixteenth century. In some cases, for instance, the Christians
of Malacca, the Maghrib, Goa, and the Philippines, European
settlements form the backbone of the Christian population.

The presence of different religions in Muslim countries is an
accepted fact of life; but the question remains how these reli-
gions can be expressed and propagated.

Egypt: The Christians in Egypt generally belong to the well-
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entrenched old Christian communities of the Copts and other
Mediterranean groups. The Copts are allowed to build and reno-
vate churches after obtaining permission from the government
(based on Ottoman law). Certain conditions are laid down for a
permit to be issued on this. Under Husni Mubarak certain re-
strictions on the matter were removed (Pope Shenouda’s state-
ment May 31, 2002; www.arabicnews.com).

In Egypt unwarranted detention and violence are not only
meted out against non-Muslims but also against Islamicists sus-
pected of radicalism or terrorism. “Police abuse of detainees is a
widespread practice that occurs regardless of a detainee’s reli-
gious belief”.5 In arguing that a neutral, non-religious authority
should stand to administer religious freedom, it must be borne
in mind that only a democratically elected government may be
expected to function. Authoritarian government by nature of its
origin of power—generally less people-oriented—always faces
legitimacy challenges, and thus is continuously under threat of
political dissent. Any group, including religious ones and mi-
norities, can be the immediate object of arrest and harassment.

Iran: Iran was proclaimed as an Islamic republic in 1979.
Islam is declared the official religion in the Constitution.6 Yet
Iran under the difficult time of revolutionary days and their
aftermath continues to suffer multidimensional crises, includ-
ing the establishment of universal justice. The US, for example,
has been very critical toward Iran, about, among others, her
violation of religious freedom. The official minorities, including
the Christians, have been subject to legal and other forms of
state discrimination. They are prevented from being elected,
except for reserved seats in the National Parliament and from
serving in the army, the security services, and the judiciary.
They are also discriminated against in joining higher educa-
tion and in having fair legal proceedings. The Evangelical Chris-
tians have been especially put under close watch and scrutiny,
mainly for their willingness “to seek out and accept converts
from other religions”.7
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In the same Report it is also revealed that discrimination
and repression were not limited to non-Muslims and non-Shi’i
adherents but even to the prominent Shi‘i figures. Relevant to
my perception, religious discrimination or religious repression
form only part of the problems and difficulties faced by coun-
tries catching up with more advanced countries.

Saudi Arabia: As a Muslim country which openly declares
the Quran and the Hadîth as the sources of law and the Consti-
tution, the Saudi government should have no problem in ad-
ministering non-Muslim minorities in accordance with the tra-
ditional concept of protection for the dhimmis. Criticisms against
the highhanded manner of the Saudi government in handling
the minorities have been heard from many different quarters. In
this context let’s briefly examine the succinct but informative
report of the US Commission on International Religious Free-
dom in 2001. It quotes the State Department’s report concerning
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 2000, that the Saudi
government’s human rights record “remained generally poor
in a number of areas”. Indeed, it has not positively moved to-
ward the Commission’s hope as in Saudi Arabia “[f]reedom of
religion does not exist”. Thus the country has been recommended
since July 2000 to be branded as a “country of particular con-
cern” under the International Religious Freedom Acts (IRFA).

Nevertheless, such criticism has not come from among the
non-Muslims only; even the Saudi Muslims, especially the Shi‘i
and Isma‘ili minorities and also women groups, have many
grievances against the government.8

Bangladesh: A populous, poor country inhabited mainly by
Muslims, Bangladesh has attracted the attention of missionar-
ies and aggressive evangelists. Generally, missionary works
have not been very successful, even in many instances they
aroused negative, and not rarely blatant, reactions from some
Muslims. The Council of World Mission has even raised a dis-
cussion topic through its website under the title “Is evangelism
[in Bangladesh] really worth it?” It highlights how difficult it
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has been to undertake evangelism vis-à-vis the Muslim commu-
nity. Some participants in the debate even cynically argue that
selling goods rejected at home to Bangladesh does not represent
the work of Christ.

Brunei: Brunei, an ancient Malay state, has officially made
MIB (Malay-Islamic-Monarchy) as the state philosophy. Islam
has been given prominence in the Constitution of 1959. Other
religions are guaranteed freedom of practice. Minorities are pro-
tected. As practiced in neighboring Malaysia, propagation of
Christianity and other non-Islamic religions to Muslims is not
permitted. As argued by the two consecutive Muftis of Brunei,9

allowing non-Islamic missionaries in Brunei contradicts Islamic
teachings. Churches and Chinese temples continue to survive
and pursue lively religious functions and services, even though
strict regulation is implemented on the foundings of new ones.

Malaysia: Officially an Islamic state under a Muslim ruler
(Yang di-Pertuan Agong), in Malaysia non-Muslims are guar-
anteed under the Constitution, articles 3:1 and 11:1, 2, and 3 to
profess and practice any religion as well as to propagate it among
non-Muslims.10

Malaysia is an Islamic state, as reiterated by PM Mahathir
recently; however, Malaysia will continue to observe the con-
tents of its Constitution, including protection and freedom for
the non-Muslims (see Mohamad Shahir, March 7, 2002, JAKIM,
Prime Minister’s Office, Malaysia). Despite its Islamic empha-
sis and symbolism, Christian churches have succeeded in win-
ning a large following among the non-Muslim indigenous
groups, especially in Sabah and Sarawak.

Indonesia: Despite recurrent, even if localized, Muslim-
Christian conflicts, the country has enjoyed inter-religious har-
mony. In order to streamline the missionary activities in this
Muslim-majority nation, since 1969, the Minister of Religious
Affairs and the Minister of Home Affairs ratified several joint-
acts (see SKB Menteri Agama dan Menteri Dalam Negeri No.1
Tahun 1969 and SKB Menteri Agama dan Menteri Dalam Negeri
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No.1 Tahun 1979; cf. Sismono 1979, pp. 227, 238-40).
In the Moluccas and Sulawesi: “Though the source of the

fighting in both conflicts was not exclusively religion, religious
identity—whether one was Christian or Muslim—quickly be-
came the defining factor and motivation for the continuation of
the violence, resulting in thousands of deaths, primarily in the
Moluccas. … Though the sources of the conflict were not reli-
gious, the multiple economic, political, and social tensions in
the region coalesced around the religious communities and re-
ligion quickly became the primary motivating factor for the vio-
lence”.11 Like many other Muslims, Indonesian Muslims have
been facing well-supported Christian missionary activities. It is
this “unfair” competition that at times becomes the catalyst of
religious jealousy and even violence. More particularly, Mus-
lim leaders argue that instead of converting Indonesian Mus-
lims to Christianity, why not making those established Chris-
tians in the developing world more Christian.

Muslims in the West

Historically the majority of the present day Muslims in the
West comes from among immigrants or their descendants. They
come from diverse backgrounds, ethnically, nationally, and so-
cially and want to go to the West for the following reasons:

First, The West provides them with incentives to settle and
work. Second, They have better facilities physically and for-
mally. Third, They enjoy democracy and legal rights. Fourth,
They also face some difficulties and prejudice.

Like any religious and social encounters, Muslims in the
West—as their Christian counterparts in Muslim countries—
stimulate the rise of stereotypes such as: Muslims should not be
given full rights of citizenship as they are transient and have a
different religious tradition; they are so conservative and so rigid
that they cannot follow the ways of life in the West, they are
ostracized or even denied equality; Islam is inherently violent
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and Muslims are the perpetrators.
Similarly Muslims also develop their own stereotyping of

Westerners, like: Westerners are morally and religiously cor-
rupted and thus not worthy of emulation or interplay; Western
superior mentality must be rejected by ignoring it; the continua-
tion of religious crusades among Westerners, including coarse
evangelism, must be contended.

In order to facilitate a better understanding of the structural
conditions of the Muslims in the West, cases in this paper will
be taken from particular states, which diversely endorse some
patterned approaches and policy to Muslim minorities. Follow-
ing Han Entzinger, these states may be categorized into those,
which endorsed a gastarbeiter approach, an assimilation model,
or an ethnic minorities’ policy (pluralism) (Lewis 1994, pp. 19-
20). The first model has been generally endorsed by Germany,
Switzerland, and Austria. France has consistently maintained
the assimilation or integration model toward their beurs immi-
grants. Lastly such countries as the Benelux, the Scandinavian
states, especially Denmark and Sweden, Britain, and North
America (US and Canada) have to some degree implemented
the policy of pluralism in their treatment of minorities, includ-
ing Muslims. Yet in such open and generous countries as the
Netherlands, several economic and policy factors and public
pressure have undermined any positive gesture to provide the
minorities or immigrants with a better niche, let alone autonomy,
culturally, economically and socio-religiously. In all these Chris-
tian majority states, freedom of religion and equality has been
categorically stipulated in their respective constitutions.

Ziauddin Sardar provides us with a stimulating generaliza-
tion concerning Muslims vis-à-vis the majority, read Christians,
in the West. Despite all the formal and legal rights the Muslims,
like the majority, have, they continue to face and live under
difficult and strange realities, including alienation and discrimi-
nation. At the same time the Muslims carry a “ghetto and siege
mentality”, “frozen clock syndrome”, return-home outlook, and
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inward-looking tendency.12

As Christianity has experienced erosion in some countries,
their churches have been more realistic in conducting closer
contact and extending help to Muslim communities. “[T]he
churches have taken care to point out that they do not threaten
any persons who have an existing religious faith and commit-
ment; there is work enough in reaching those who have no be-
liefs” (Johnstone and Slomp 1998, p. 362). Yet it is a fact, as
shown earlier, that a strong ideological current among church
leaders remains that evangelism must continue.

Politically Muslim minorities have been persuaded to join
certain parties or programs in return for favors and not infre-
quently for demonic symbolism. Rémy Leveau suggests that the
well-established approach to Muslim adaptation in the West in
the context of “integration” and “individual social mobility”
may be supplied or amended by the French experience under
the label “beurs mentality or neo-communalism” as a response
to “exclusion” (in Vertovec and Peach 1997, pp. 147, 154).

Despite some economic advantage, Muslims continue to suf-
fer social prejudice. “[T]he Australian environment is basically
hostile to Islamic practices…” (Margaret E. Pickles in Abedin
and Sardar 1995, p. 111). A survey in the mid-1980s shows that
“Across the Australian population as a whole, Asians (both
Middle and Far Eastern) and Muslims face the highest level of
prejudice” (Vertovec and Peach 1997, p. 121). Jørgen Nielsen
argues, “Christendom is less accepting of the “other” than Is-
lam” (in Vertovec and Peach 1997, p. xxiii). It is “markedly in-
tolerant of difference of religion” (in Vertovec and Peach 1997,
p. 265).

With a few exceptions, Muslims in the West generally con-
sist of recent migrants. Even in the US the Afro-Americans who
represent the majority of new converts to Islam among the es-
tablished Americans belonged to “peripheral groups” of non-
whites and contract workers or even slaves. As such the Mus-
lims in the West suffer some social and economic disadvan-
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tages vis-à-vis the dominant groups. Indeed, the serious prob-
lems faced by the Muslims in the West today come from their
social and economic low levels. Accordingly their religious well-
being has been hampered by this condition.

Major problems faced by Muslims in the West:
1. Adjustment.
2. Culture shock.
3. Lack of skills and appropriate education.
4. Change from majority to minority status.
5. Child education and socialization.
6. Social and religious prejudice.
7. Status of Muslim women compared to those of the West.

The profile of social conditions of Muslims needs some gen-
eralization:
1. Socio-demographic profile.
2. Ethnic origin and composition.
3. Class position in the West.

Some issues which need to be addressed:
1. How do Muslims in the West pursue their political interest

nationally and internationally? How do they perceive and
understand such concepts as jiha>d, hijra and da‘wa?

2. What organizations or bodies do the Muslims run and man-
age to pursue their religious affairs?
Muslims in the west received far more personal freedom, but

far less communal autonomy than had been accorded to the
Christian subjects of Muslim states (Lewis 1994, p. 16).

United States: With its unique background as the land of
opportunities, for quite some time the US has attracted immi-
grants from all over the world, including from Muslim coun-
tries or communities. The Muslims in the US generally consist
of, to borrow Martinson’s terms,13 three major components: Afro-
Americans, immigrant peoples of nations with large Muslim
populations, and Anglos. By virtue of their strict morals and
migrant discipline as well as American conduciveness, the
Muslims “constitute per capita the most highly educated Mus-
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lim population in the world”.14

American Muslims have built an important niche in the reli-
gious mosaic of the US. Benefiting from the liberal nature of
American governance, they have founded Islamic institutions
relevant to their belief and to their American way of life. As a
minority Muslims in the US have not been free from stigmas.
Concomitant with social segregation in the past, Muslims found
themselves being discriminated.15 Perhaps this was a blessing
in disguise for them, as Islam emerged to give many Afro-Ameri-
cans a firmer social identification, despite religious differences.
Yet the liberal atmosphere and the legal certainty of minorities,
including Muslims, have been conducive to Muslims’ sharing
the American way of life and participation in the public sphere.

Despite the general atmosphere of liberalism and openness
as well as conducive formal legal arrangements, the US has not
been totally free from religious bigotry and racial discrimina-
tion. Concomitant with the September 11 event, Islam and inno-
cent Muslims have been victimized and stigmatized. To cite the
most recent example, the influential evangelist Franklin Gra-
ham, the son of the flamboyant Rev. Billy Graham, categorizes
Islam as a violent religion relying on force and intimidation.16

Western Europe: Muslims in Europe arrived in three stages
and waves: first to the Iberian Peninsula, then to the Balkans,
lastly to Western Europe. The coming of Islam to the Iberian
Peninsula was concomitant with the major political and mili-
tary expansion of the Umayyad regime (660-749 CE). In the
Balkans, it was the Ottomans who launched untiring campaigns
into Anatolia and then across the Bosporus and Dardenella
Straits that led to control of the Balkans under Istanbul well into
the nineteenth century. The coming of increasing numbers of
Muslims to Western Europe accompanies European colonial-
ism since the nineteenth century and intensified after the Sec-
ond World War (1939-45).

Muslims in Western Europe come from diverse backgrounds
and origins. In France, the earlier major Muslim settlers began
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arriving during the First World War (1914-18). The opening of
the Suez Canal in 1869 paved the way for increasing numbers
of Muslim sailors, particularly the Yemeni, to settle in British
major port cities.

Nevertheless it was Europe’s increasing need for manpower
in industry and reconstruction after the Second World War,
especially in the 1950s and 1960s that led to recruitment of la-
bor from abroad in massive numbers; thus the influx of Muslim,
and other, generally unskilled workers, to Europe. Muslim work-
ers from North Africa generally flocked to France, its former
colonial master. In Britain most migrants come from South
Asia—Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan—and the Caribbean.
Turks can be found in larger numbers in Germany, Denmark,
and the Netherlands. Moroccan migrants prefer to work in the
Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, and Spain.17

Not all churches, nor individual Christians, in Europe are
enthusiastic about ecumenical or interfaith dialogue.

Britain: “The evidence of continued racism and sustained
racial discrimination suggests that the Race Relations Act and
a decade [written in 1990] of local authority positive action pro-
grams have not significantly reduced the level of race inequal-
ity in British society or within local government” (From Ouseley
1990 quoted in Lewis 1994, p. 93).

As a former world and colonial power par excellence, Britain
has developed knowledge of and interest in Muslims from quite
an early period. In return, Muslims started arriving in Britain
almost concomitant with the British control over Muslim lands
from the late eighteenth century or earlier. Many of them were
sailors, naturalized individuals, plain migrants, and the edu-
cated. However, only after the success of independent move-
ments in the wake of the Second World War have more numbers
of Muslims decided to make Britain their home country. Many
of them were professionals, members of the elite, and students.
Despite problems of adjustment and challenge of and prejudice
by the majority population, first generation Muslims generally
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kept a low profile and accepted that is was their own choice to
live in a non-Islamic land. As suggested by Gilliat-Ray, in con-
trast to earlier generations of British Muslims, “who often ac-
cepted racial intolerance as part and parcel of their situation in
Britain, the younger generations have begun to challenge the
racism directed towards them”.18

With the emergence of second and third generations of Mus-
lims, the type and level of anxiety and concern also changed.
For elders, the future religiosity of the youth and of Islam forms
their major worry.

Prevalent racism in society at large and exclusion in the job
market for—and the reality of their new life of—young genera-
tions have led Muslim youth to return to the fold of Islamic
fundamentals. This is especially felt as they previously enjoyed
an open and friendly life in schools and campuses.

France: Although France has experienced the presence of a
significant Muslim population, especially from among the
Maghribis, since the nineteenth century, it has admitted larger
numbers of Muslims only after the 1960s. Consistent with the
strict separation between state and religion in France, it gener-
ally favors an integrationist approach to Muslim minorities in
the country. Its secular and liberal character makes the country
a haven for diverse segments of minorities and Muslims.

Increasing numbers of French people, however, supported
white superiority claims of an extremist nationalist group, which
has been considered “for ten years or more as the greatest threat
to France, the presence, and practice of Islam” (see Roy in Lewis
1994, p. 65).

Germany: The rise of Gastarbeiter in Germany emerged con-
comitant with her major industrial expansion after the 1950s.
The Muslim guest workers, especially Turks, came in larger
numbers after the 1960s. Despite her neutrality towards reli-
gions and her lucrative material provision to her guest workers,
Muslims in Germany have not won formal religious conces-
sions in German society. Accordingly, many Islamic activities
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in Germany—since Islam has not been formally recognized as a
corporation—thus have been undertaken privately. State sup-
port is officially non-existent. Unlike in neighboring Holland,
for example, no formal Islamic school exists in Germany. Is-
lamic education—as in Belgium and Switzerland, funded by
the state—is dispensed within the public school system. Yet,
Islamic organizations based on ethnic support, especially among
the Turkish Muslims, do prosper. Interestingly, Germany re-
mains the only country in the European Union to fully apply
the concept of the right by blood ties (jus sanguinis) for national-
ity or citizenship. Gastarbeiter and their descendants continue
to be deprived of German nationality despite their socializa-
tion, mastery of the German language, German birth and cul-
ture. Indeed, citizenship is not given by default, say, through
being born on German soil, but through formal naturalization.
Such countries as France, Belgium, Holland, Sweden, and Brit-
ain generally endorse the principle of jus solis; thus second-
generation immigrants almost automatically earn the citizen-
ship of their host country. With the increasing impact of the
European Union on individual states, it is possible that some
kind of a common approach to citizenship may develop in the
near future in Western Europe. Nevertheless, there is no guar-
antee that such changes in citizenship rules may bring more
advantages to Muslim minorities in the European Union.

Belgium: Islam was officially accepted as a recognized reli-
gion in Belgium as early as 1974. Various forms of government
support for Islamic activities have materialized; for example, in
the opening of Islamic classes in state schools for Muslim chil-
dren and recognition of lay religious leaders. Nevertheless, the
pioneering and bold moves by the Belgian authorities in pursu-
ing an Islamic policy have recently not been progressing at the
original speed. To add a further dilemma, Muslims themselves
have not been very successful in presenting themselves as a
strong, unified body. Some would argue that such a centralized
body would provide the Belgium authorities with a better posi-
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tion to establish a firmer control on the Muslim minorities in the
country.

Despite all these differences in approach, one significant
common pattern of thought toward the Muslim minority in the
West did develop. The West cannot tolerate that the accommo-
dation of Muslims jeopardize its national interest and unity. In
Western Europe, the formation of the European Union has also
indirectly led to the formation of more comparable approaches
to minorities, including Muslims. For example, the Dutch “pil-
lar” or “mainstay” model of dealing with minorities has seen a
declining pattern of vigor and implementation and similar pro-
cesses may be witnessed in the other countries of the Benelux
and in the Scandinavian countries, especially since the late
1990s. The French model of “assimilation” or “proper integra-
tion” or a modified version of this may be expected to gain wider
support under the European Union umbrella.

Integration under the promise of social reward and privi-
lege has neither “the same meaning nor the same effect as inte-
gration achieved through sharing the same political values”
(Schnapper in Lewis and Schnapper 1994, p. 156). Customarily
when difficulties arise because of high unemployment due to
economic crises or slowdowns, the process of integration may
well face a dramatic reversal; and Europe seems to be afflicted
by unemployment permanently.

Notwithstanding all the legal and constitutional guarantee
of freedom of expression and worship, integration or whatever
term used in this direction for Muslims in the West will neither
be free of conflict nor smooth. Schnapper (Schnapper in Lewis
and Schnapper 1994, p. 157) lists a number of challenges and
hurdles:
1. Uniform fantasy in the West with regard to Islam and fun-

damentalism.
2. Increasing public criticism of using the welfare system for

minorities.
3. The everlasting memory of colonialism and the end of em-
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pire continue to overshadow relations between immi-grant
Muslims and the West.

4. Increasing opposition to newcomers in the West, even in
immigrant countries like the US, Australia, or Canada based
on the nativist movement.

5. Bitter historical experience toward Muslims undermines any
positive gesture toward extending parity to Muslims in the
West.

6. The Muslims face the difficult choice of taking a radical step
toward accepting the view that religion has no role in public
affairs; more importantly the tendency toward permissive-
ness in the West puts Islam into a social menace, for ex-
ample, the foundation of imposing mosques, the wearing of
headscarves among Muslim school girls, and the Salman
Rushdi affair in Britain show as much a symbolic value as a
public expression.

7. Following Huntington’s thesis, the decline of communism
which during the Cold War formed a unifying factor among
Western countries, Islam and the Muslims can be taken as
another symbol of differentiation for Western identity and
unity.

8. The continuing political uncertainty, if not crisis, and eco-
nomic recovery make the identification of Muslims with de-
mons a good product for sale for the Western public
(ethnization of social and political problems).
Hopes for the future of Muslims in the West:

1. The provision of full admission of Muslims to community
life and participation in the political process.

2. The establishment of a more uniform legal approach to mi-
norities, immigrants, and asylum seekers consistent with
the foundation of the European Union.

3. Social and political integration with the “protection of sepa-
rate identity” concomitant with democratic participation will
bring diversity to ordered and harmonious co-existence rel-
evant to manage continuing competition and conflict. The
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presence and implementation of accepted rules help to re-
solve these differences.
The marginal role of the Muslim minorities in the political

process brings home the irony of our era that despite the liberal,
open, and democratic foundation in the West, only until re-
cently a few Muslims were elected to political positions of sig-
nificance and appointed to posts of political and administra-
tive importance. Yet, in some Muslim countries, whatever the
reasons, despite less consistent in applying democratic prin-
ciples, human rights, and pluralism, Christians and other mi-
norities have occupied key positions in the government and/or
private sector and have sent representatives to parliament.

Summary: Interfaith dialogue has brought positive results
among intellectuals and participants. However, the recurrent
outbreaks of religious violence have taken place with the sup-
port of the man in the street, not uncommonly manipulated,
agitated, and made worse by some leaders. These people have
generally been left out of the niceties of the dialogue. Is there any
way to instill a better understanding of other faiths among the
masses?

The more the state belongs to the people the more the minori-
ties can expect to have fuller and stronger participation in pub-
lic life and a freer expression and practice of their religions.
Nevertheless, prejudice, racial, religious, or otherwise, or even
racism cannot be dealt with and eradicated solely through the
democratization process. As moderate a means, even if basic, as
education, formal and more importantly at practical levels, con-
tinues to be indispensable to the campaign against prejudice
and racism. The argument concerning the decreasing role of the
government in propagating pluralism and ethnic-religious har-
mony in the face of increasing non-governmental institutions
in society should caution religious sectors, scholars, and agen-
cies to take note of possible political manipulation from minori-
ties. Certainly the note is less relevant to developing countries
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where the government remains the nation-state representative
or, to be blunter, power holder par excellence, at least de facto.

Even though most Western countries, especially after the
Second World War have shown a better treatment of and have
imposed concrete constitutional and legal steps towards reli-
gious minorities, including Muslims, the fact remains that preju-
dice, discrimination, and undervaluation have not been totally
eradicated. Indeed, the September 11 crisis has reopened a diffi-
cult path for many Muslims in West, especially in the US.

In Muslim countries, some improvement in the legal and
constitutional sector dealing with minorities has been made.
However, the problems and difficulties faced by the minorities
form only part of many basic issues in political, social, and
economic fields. Under guidance of religious values, human-
ism, and pluralism, any move toward political, religious, so-
cial, and cultural democratization will strengthen the voice of
the people, including minorities, in government, parliament,
and society. Our duties remain emphasizing the importance of
religious tolerance and persuading decision makers to uphold
equal opportunities and pluralism.

The more pressing issue to be addressed in the hope of re-
ducing inter-religious tensions include the ratification of some
form of recognition of other’s faiths and an agreed formula for
evangelism/conversion work, especially among the proponents
of missionary religions.19

If Islam in its long history initiated an institutional accom-
modation for non-Muslims, including Christians (Ahl al-Kita>b)
as a protected and privileged segment of the umma, in the twenty-
first century it has to move further hand-in-hand with interna-
tional communities to uphold and implement human rights as
universally accepted. In the meantime, Muslims should be en-
couraged or rather be given opportunities to settle their house,
and advance as their Western counterpart so that they could
face dialogue and debate on the same level. I believe that fair
play can take place if players are on an equal footing and free
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similar conditions. This is especially relevant and sensitive when
recognition of the other’s faith as legitimate on its own right,
such as Islam has done toward the Kita>b religions, needs to be
formally declared. The Second Vatican Council of 1965 has cat-
egorically stated this recognition policy toward other faiths; so
did some Protestant denominations or individual leaders. If the
West, and implicitly the Christians, has declared freedom of
religious adherence and change, is it also possible for Muslims
to ignore the prevailing sanction against apostasy? Historically,
but not legally, this has been ostracized; however, they are now
challenged by the West to re-examine this maxim. In my opin-
ion, first the Muslims should be allowed and if necessary sup-
ported to recover their lost pride and prestige in diverse fields.
When they can stand on an equal level I do not see any problem
for them in accepting the challenge of opening up.

Viewing the life and conditions of Muslims in the West, West-
erners have no reason to be suspicious of and discriminative
against Muslims as they have formally come to the West on
their own choice. The West is considered a better place to live.
Instead of their being negatively stereotyped, the Muslims in
the West deserve equal treatment. This will eventually emerge
as a model to be emulated with regard to the West vis-à-vis Mus-
lims and migrant Muslims vis-à-vis the umma. On the Muslim
side, Christian minorities by virtue of their international links
should be cordially invited to participate with Muslims in pur-
suing a common future in the global world.

Notes
1‘Abd al-Ra’uf, in Isma‘il R. Faruqi, ed. Trialogue of the Abrahamic
Faiths (Ann Arbor: New Era Publications, 1986). In completing this
article I am indebted to a number of institutions and individuals.
The University of Brunei Darussalam has been generous in support-
ing my research and travel to present the original version of this
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article at Jakarta’s International Seminar in 2002. The Islamic State
University Syarif Hidayatullah sponsored my participation in the
Seminar. My thanks are also due to colleagues, students and Semi-
nar participants, especially Dr. Hj. Md. Yusop Hj. Awang Damit, Dr.
Alistair Wood and Ms. Ann Elgar for their comments, criticism, and
suggestions. Since not all their views were taken into account or
incorporated into this article, they are, not in any way responsible
for its shortcomings.
2In the case of Saudi Arabia, it is the Quran and the H{adi>th of the
Prophet which are categorically stated as the Constitution. It also
declined to ratify the Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 and also
in 1976 (Civil and Political Rights).
3A missionary group complains that without direct participation in
distributing and implementing aid to non-Christians may end up in
wrong hands, including government agents. “Foreign donors, tired
of seeing aid wasted by the Bangladesh government, are delighted
to channel aid to NGOs”. The Times of India, July 19, 1998.
4See Henry J. Steiner, “Do Human Rights Require a Particular Form
of Democracy?” In: Adel Omar Sherif and Eugene Cotran, eds. De-
mocracy, the Rule of Law and Islam (The Hague and Cambridge, MA:
Kluwer Law International, 1999), pp. 193-210; Allan D. Swanson,
“Good Governance and Human Rights in Development and De-
mocracy”. In: Adel Omar Sherif and Eugene Cotran, eds. Democracy,
the Rule of Law and Islam (The Hague and Cambridge, MA: Kluwer
Law International, 1999), pp. 331-41.
5The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom’s An-
nual Report, 2000, “Egypt” (internet).
6The Constitution specifies Islam according to the doctrine of the
Twelver Ja‘fari School and stipulates that all laws and regulations,
including the Constitution itself, must be based on Islamic criteria.
Moreover, it provides that other Islamic schools of doctrine are to
be accorded full respect in matters of religious rites, religious edu-
cation, and personal status. It recognizes Jews, Christians and Zoro-
astrians as the only religious minorities who, as such, are free to
engage in religious practices and act according to their own rules in
matters of personal status and religious education “within the lim-
its of the law”.
7The US Commission on International Religious Freedom’s Report
to the US President, November 2000, “Iran”. (Internet)
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8As Johnstone and Slomp (1998:362) argue “Muslims in Europe are
not assumed to be responsible for any infringements of liberty in
their own countries, from which they may indeed themselves suf-
fered”.
9Fatwa Mufti Kerajaan 1997 (Bandar Seri Begawan: State Mufti’s Of-
fice, 1997), pp. 112-42.
10Article number: 3(1) Islam is the religion of the Federation; but
other religions may be practiced in peace and harmony in any part
of the Federation.
Article number: 11
(1) Every person has the right to profess and practice his religion

and, subject to Clause (4), to propagate it.
(2) No person shall be compelled to pay any tax the proceeds of

which are specially allocated in whole or in part for the pur-
poses of a religion other than his own.

(3) Every religious group has the right:
(a) to manage its own religious affairs;
(b) to establish and maintain institutions for religious or chari-

table purposes; and
(c) to acquire and own property and hold and administer it in

accordance with the law.
(4) State law and in respect of the Federal Territories of Kuala

Lumpur and Lubuan, federal law may control or restrict the
propagation of any religious doctrine or belief among persons
professing the religion of Islam.

11The US Commission on International Religious Freedom’s An-
nual Report, 2002, “Indonesia”. (Internet, accessed July 29, 2002).
Ironically the Report does not mention, not even alludes to, any
reference to the bloody pogroms against the Madurese in
Kalimantan around this time.
12Ziauddin Sardar, “Introduction: Racism, Identity and Muslims in
the West”. In: Syed Z. Abedin and Ziauddin Sardar, eds., Muslim
Minorities in the West (London: Grey Seal, 1995), pp. 2-6, 9-11.
13Paul V. Martinson, Islam: An Introduction for Christians, tr. S.O. Cox
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1994), pp. 73-4.
14Yvonne Y. Haddad and Adair T. Lummis, Islamic Values in the United
States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 5.
15Martinson, Islam, p. 87.
16See AMC on line report 9 August 2002 <media@amconline.org>.
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Other than referring to his public speeches, Graham’s book, “The
Name”, is identified as full of malicious remarks and slanders to
Islam and the Prophet Muhammad.
17Johnstone and Slomp, “Islam and the Chruches”, p. 356.
18Sophie Gilliat-Ray, “Multiculturalism and Identity: Their Relation-
ship for British Muslims”, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 18/2(1998),
p. 351.
19For centuries Muslims have been puzzled by the fact of why it is
possible that they recognize earlier religions, including Christian-
ity, while the adherent of these religions ignore Islam. As cited
earlier, recent Muslim and Christian perspectives on mutual recog-
nition and categorical declaration can be found in Johnstone and
Slomp 1998, p. 362; Muhammad ‘Abd al-Ra’uf in Faruqi 1986, p. 28.
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The Muslim Community of
the Netherlands before and after

September 11, 2001: Some Analytical
and Comparative Notes

Johan H. Meuleman

On July 3, 2002, Naima Azough delivered her maiden
speech in Dutch parliament. She started with the follow-

ing statement: “The Netherlands is one of the most Islamic coun-
tries in the world, more Islamic than the countries of origin of
many Muslims in the Netherlands. This is because the Nether-
lands has freedom of religion, freedom of expression, equality
of man and woman, legal aid, and nobody here needs to starve.
The Netherlands, in short, is an ideal Islamic state, because
what is mentioned in the Constitution can also be deduced from
the Quran”.1 On September 29, 2001, Mahathir Mohamad, the
Malaysian Prime Minister, had declared that his state was Is-
lamic.2 Both statements were at least partly inspired by the Sep-
tember 11, 2001 events. They were almost identical in wording
and similar in meaning. Nevertheless, they were made in differ-
ent contexts and with different purposes.

Naima Azough, of Moroccan descent, is one of those young
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politicians of Muslim immigrant background who, since a
couple of years, have made their way into the Dutch parliament
through the electoral lists of various political parties. In her
case Groenlinks—GreenLeft—, a political organization origi-
nating from the fusion of various parties left from mainstream
social democracy and/or with a particular concern for environ-
mental issues. Religion receives no particular attention in its
political programme, but the development of a “multicultural”
society does and, moreover, quite a few persons for whom reli-
gious values are an important source for their aspiration at so-
cial justice and change feel at home in this party. Therefore,
after a period in which many left-wing Christians supported
this party, a growing group of well-educated Muslims have joined
it. As far as I know, none of its Christian members has ever
claimed that the Netherlands was a perfect example of a Chris-
tian state. In 2002, however, Azough started her public career
as a member of parliament with the statement that it is an Is-
lamic state. This novelty may be attributed to a number of fac-
tors. Firstly, contrary to Christianity in modern political theory,
Islam continues to be related to a particular type of public order.
Secondly, in the Netherlands and most other Western coun-
tries, the compatibility of Islam—and therefore of Muslim in-
habitants—with the fundamental principles of modern West-
ern culture and public order has increasingly been questioned
during the last decade. The September 11 events have intensi-
fied, not produced, this process. It was in this discussion that
Naima Azough, who is both a conscious Muslim and an ardu-
ous defender of democracy, social solidarity, and fundamental
human rights, took position with her uncommon statement.

Mahathir Mohamad, basically, meant the same when he
characterized his state as Islamic. He also meant that his state
was characterized by noble attributes such as democracy, so-
cial solidarity, and peaceful co-existence and mutual tolerance
of various ethnic and religious communities. The context and
the purpose of his statement fundamentally differed from those
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of Azough’s declaration, however. His purpose was not to de-
fend Islam and the Muslims against claims that this religion
was incompatible with the values of a modern state and society.
Such claims, often voiced in the Netherlands, are practically
unheard of in Malaysia. In Malaysia, it is rather the opposite
claim that gains increasing support: Islam should be one of the
cornerstones of the Malaysian state—the single foundation ac-
cording to the more radical voices. For several years, political
life in this Southeast Asian country has been colored by a com-
petition between the Mahathir Government and the political
parties behind it, in the first place Mahathir’s United Malay
National Organization (UMNO), on the one side, and the PAS–
All-Malaysian Islamic Party (Parti Islam Se-Malaysia) on the
other. Both have continuously attempted to convince the people
that they are the real champions of Islamic values. This outbid-
ding each other, too, was born quite some time before September
11, 2001, but has grown in intensity by the terrorist acts this
date refers to. The statement of the man who has led the country
for the last twenty-odd years should be seen in this context.

This text will discuss the recent development relating to the
Muslim minority of the Netherlands. It will focus on discus-
sions about its place in Dutch society. This analysis will be
developed in the broader framework of the relationship between
Islam and the West and, as has been made clear in this intro-
duction, some similarities and differences with developments
in other countries will be highlighted in order to enhance its
quality. Being prepared for a meeting exactly one year after the
September 11, 2001 events, this contribution will ask whether
and to what extent these events have influenced the develop-
ments it discusses.

Islam as a Civilization

The relationship between “Islam” and the “West” has al-
ways been complicated. Balanced studies have shown that it is
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impossible to qualify this relationship in one single way. “Is-
lam” and “the West” are no logical contraries and no univocal
concepts, to start with. The first term, basically, refers to a reli-
gion, the second to a geographical entity. Even from a geographi-
cal perspective, both terms have no simple, fixed purport. Islam
is often related to the Middle East, but, in the course of history,
this idea has become increasingly at odds with reality. As for
the “West”, this term used to denote Central and Western Eu-
rope, but since a more recent period it has clearly included
Northern America. Next, the ways both entities have approached
and considered each other have often changed in the course of
history and have always been complex and complicated. The
studies referred to above have shown that the interest of the
West in the world of Islam has been led by various military,
commercial, scholarly, and religious motives. In other words,
Islam was regarded as a military threat, a source of wealth or
commercial partner, a treasure of wisdom, or a religion—a false
religion in most cases.3

During the late European Middle Ages and Europe’s early
Modern Period, those Europeans who approached Islam as a
civilization generally did so from the following perspective: they
considered the Muslim world as a depository of wisdom from
the Greek and other ancient civilizations as well as a source of
later original developments in various branches of philosophy,
the arts, and the sciences, which would be of great benefit to
their own, Western, civilization and society. Interestingly, in
the most recent period of relations between the West and Islam,
the approach to Islam as a civilization or a culture—which in
this connection basically means the same—has gained popu-
larity again. Contrary to the earlier approach of Islam as a civi-
lization, Western persons who have more recently referred to
Islam as a civilization generally have had a negative image about
this entity. They tended to emphasize its lack of freedom, dyna-
mism, democracy, equality, and rationality, i.e. of the attributes
considered to be the fundamentals of Western civilization.
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Among the best-known advocates of this approach are the
American political scientist, Samuel P. Huntington and the
Dutch politician to-be, Pim Fortuyn. Huntington’s ill-famed ar-
ticle, “The Clash of Civilizations”, has become the origin of a
widespread controversy.4 Fortuyn became world-famous after
his murder on May 6, 2002. During the Dutch electoral cam-
paign of spring 2002, he qualified Islam as “a backward cul-
ture”. This caused him to be expelled from the party whose
campaign he was originally leading. However, together with
his murder, his statements about Islam and Muslims have been
among the causes that led to his new, freshly created party gain-
ing the second largest representation in the Second Chamber of
the Dutch parliament.

The approach to Islam as a civilization or culture has be-
come particularly strong in Western public discourse as a re-
sult of various factors. The first one is the incapacity of a grow-
ing part of the inhabitants of Western countries to understand a
religion as a religion. Being not religious themselves anymore,
they can only understand the religion of others as a set of more
or less curious and anomalous social or cultural phenomena.
Secondly, for constitutional and legal reasons, most contempo-
rary Western states have no possibility to deal with religions or
religious communities. However, they can take measures to deal
with social problems and to preserve or promote culture. For
this reason, public authorities in states as the Netherlands have
been supporting various projects and organizations for the so-
cial and cultural development of marginalized communities and
groups, including labor immigrants and their families, of whom
a relatively large part are Muslims. However, they have not sub-
sidized the construction of mosques or similar activities. At the
end of this contribution, we shall see that one important excep-
tion is currently under discussion in a number of Western Euro-
pean countries: the training of “home-bred” imams.

The third factor is the attitude of Muslims themselves. On
the one hand, many Muslims have claimed that Islam is much
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broader than what in the Christian and Western tradition is
generally considered as religion. Islam, it has been stated, com-
prises di>n and daula, i.e. religion—and even this in a very large
sense—and state. On the basis of sayings and writings of Mus-
lims, many Western specialists and non-specialists have adopted
this vision. The standpoint that Islam encompasses all spheres
of life, including the state, whereas in Christianity rather the
opposite is the case, does not stand up to critical study of the
basic sources of Islam nor of the history of Muslim and Chris-
tian communities. This is not the place to elaborate this argu-
ment. The important point is that the opinion that Islam offers a
blueprint for social and political organization, expressly de-
fended by certain groups of Muslims and vaguely believed by
yet larger groups, has become one of the main elements in the
debate on the compatibility of Islam with Western values and
principles. On the other hand, for many immigrants of a Mus-
lim background in the Netherlands, Islam is mainly culture: it
is various customs and models of behavior and social inter-
course rather than religious beliefs and rituals.

Another factor enhancing the approach of Islam as a culture
is the fact that a large majority of recent immigrants into West-
ern countries are Muslim or originate from Muslim communi-
ties. The first few decades after the Second World War brought
large waves of immigrant laborers to Western Europe, mostly
from Turkey and North Africa, in which close to 100 per cent of
the population is Muslim. More recently, legal labor immigra-
tion was severely limited, but illegal labor immigration has con-
tinued. At the same time, the stream of asylum seekers to West-
ern Europe has grown tremendously. Most of them also origi-
nate from countries with a largely Muslim population, such as
Iraq, Syria, Sudan, and Somalia. Bosnia should, logically, be
included in this list, but Bosnian refugees are generally consid-
ered as neighbors who have fallen victims to cruel enemies and
therefore are received with sympathy. This is less and less the
case with the Asian and African immigrants. The social and
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economic integration of this group of immigrants in the West-
ern and Middle European societies faces increasing difficulties.
It is not the objective of the present contribution to analyse the
deeper causes of these problems. The point to be stressed here,
however, is that, because they happen to be connected to per-
sons who in their large majority have a Muslim background,
these problems tend to be related by growing groups of Western
citizens to Islam. More specifically, they are attributed to Islam
as a culture or civilization so different from the Western one
that it renders the integration of its bearers in Western society
hard, if not impossible.

A final factor that should be mentioned is the dissatisfaction
of growing numbers of citizens in Western countries and Cen-
tral Europe with the ideal of a “multicultural” society, to which
large parts of the social and political elites in their countries
had subscribed during the preceding period. The negative atti-
tude towards Islam, regarded as a culture, often contains an
indirect rejection of this ideal, or at least of the failing policies it
has inspired.

The emphasis on—religion understood as—culture or civi-
lization in the discussion on problems related to minorities in
Western society has to a large extent replaced the excessive con-
centration on ethnicity. Ethnicity dominated the analyses by
Western scientists and politicians of Muslim and immigrant
matters during the last twenty-odd years until approximately
the middle of the 1990s. In the Netherlands, for example, social
workers and public authorities were always speaking in terms
of “Moroccans and Turks” —a standard expression—and many
students in social and religious sciences wrote papers on “Mo-
roccans” or “Turks” or both together, then found correspond-
ing jobs.5

Although the tendency to qualify “Islam” as the contrary of
Western civilization had developed some time before, it has been
very much strengthened by the September 11, 2001 attacks. Just
after this ominous date, a number of Western and Muslim poli-
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ticians and intellectuals made statements saying that the con-
flict was not between the West and Muslims and that some-
thing serious should be done on the underlying causes of Mus-
lim extremism, such as repression and poverty in many Muslim
countries and the Palestinian question. Not long afterwards,
however, the difference between the global “war on terrorism”
and a global war of [Western] civilization against Islam blurred.
Many came to consider whether Huntington’s much decried
theory that the clash between the Islamic and the Western civi-
lizations would characterize the future had not finally proved
true. The approach to Islam as a civilization had reached its
apogee: Islam had become the very antithesis of civilization.

Recent Discussions in the Netherlands

In recent years, the Netherlands, from a country in which
the presence of Muslims hardly ever became a matter of public
debate, has become a place in which various customs of Mus-
lims have increasingly become the object of public discussion
and criticism. In a preceding publication, I started my survey of
this process on January 29, 2000, with an essay by Paul Scheffer,
entitled “The Multicultural Drama”. This Dutch publicist
warned that the integration of immigrants into Dutch society
was threatened with failure and that the development of a class
of socially marginalized persons, mainly of immigrant origin,
was imminent. Although the question was not directly related
to Islam or even to Muslims as such, as the result of a mecha-
nism explained above, many readers and commentators did
draw this conclusion. Next, not directly connected to Islam or
even to Muslims, but important in the general development of
Dutch public debate, was the discussion from November that
same year on the attitude of civil servants of registry offices who
had conscientious objections to marriages between persons of
the same sex. The alderman for personnel and organization of
the capital city publicly announced that he would fire any civil
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servant refusing to apply the new legislation that made pos-
sible this type of unions. One month later, a public discussion
broke out when the principal of an Amsterdam public school
denied Muslim pupils the right to use an empty classroom, dur-
ing breaks, to perform the ritual prayer. Then, at the end of 2000
and during the first two months of 2001, Dutch media devoted
much attention to the cancellation of an opera entitled Aïsja en
de Vrouwen van Medina (Aisha and the Women of Medina), after
Assia Djebar’s novel Loin de Médine, included in a series of
“multicultural” performances that would offer a special flavor
to Rotterdam as that year’s cultural capital of Europe.

The Moroccan artists had withdrawn under the pressure of
certain Muslim circles, which considered this play staged
around one of Prophet Muhammad’s wives unacceptable. One
of the local Muslim leaders who, in a subsequent public debate,
opposed the performance was Khalil El Moumni, the Moroccan
imam of the al-Nasr mosque in Rotterdam. A little later, in March
2001, and again in April, the declaration of Cisca Dresselhuys,
the editor-in-chief of the Dutch feminist monthly Opzij, that she
would in no case accept a woman with a headscarf as an editor
of her magazine, aroused another public debate. The refusal of
an applicant of Turkish origin for the position of assistant clerk
at the court of Zwolle because she explained that she intended
to wear her headscarf during court sessions gave rise to a larger
debate. I ended the list of incidents with the upheaval sparked
by a television interview with Imam El Moumni, in which he
made some negative remarks on homosexuality. Once again,
the compatibility of Islam with Western civilization was ques-
tioned.6

A colleague of mine rightly observed that this tendency had
already been announced by the publication of Pim Fortuyn’s
Against the Islamization of our Culture, in 1997.7 Today, we may
well conclude that the trend has not stopped with the El Moumni
case, but rather intensified. The September 11 events, here once
again, have strengthened the trend, not caused it. The most im-
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portant instances included an “Open letter to all Muslims in
the Netherlands” by columnist Sylvain Ephimenco in the Trouw
daily of October 5, 2001; a slightly later article in the NRC
Handelsblad daily by Paul Cliteur, professor of the philosophy
of law and a prominent theoretician of the VVD, a Dutch liberal
party; a public suggestion by the Dutch minister for integration
and large cities policy; and an article by Michiel Hegener in
Trouw of August 17, 2002.

Ephimenco’s open letter, written in Dutch, was accompa-
nied by an Arabic translation and subsequently summarized in
English in the Washington Post.8 Shocked by the fact that some
Muslims had expressed some understanding of—not agreement
with—the terrorist attacks, the author called on all Muslims to
introspection and in this way suggested that Islam, or at least
the general attitude of Muslims, was to be held responsible for
this type of acts. Cliteur, in his article, spoke about religion as
an anomaly with negative social effects that could at best be
tolerated, but should certainly not be supported by government
subsidies for schools with a religious background. Therefore,
he pleaded for the abolition of the Dutch system in which all
schools satisfying certain general norms are funded by the gov-
ernment. Instead, he argued, public subsidies should be used to
stimulate the dissemination of secularism, i.e. the separation of
Church and State, of religion and morals, and similar principles.9

The Dutch minister for integration and large cities policy,
Roger van Boxtel, proposed something similar, the abolition of
denominational schools.10 His argument was that these schools
obstructed the social integration of minorities. Although, it was
also addressed at Christian and other denominational schools,
the indirect reference to the increasing number of Islamic schools
in the Netherlands was clear. The author of the August 17 Trouw
article went yet a step ahead.11 He suggested that religious edu-
cation of children by their parents should be forbidden because
it violated the Dutch constitutional right of freedom of religion
of the children. Just a few months earlier, in mid June 2002, a
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series of broadcasts of Nova, the popular television programme
offering almost daily background information on current news
issues that had also sparked the controversy regarding El
Moumni, once more was at the origin of heated discussions in
the media and the parliament. It broadcasted parts of speeches
by a group of Salafi imams in the Netherlands, opposing the
integration of Muslims into Dutch society at large and confirm-
ing the Quranic right of Muslim men to beat their wives.12

A Short Analysis

These recent discussions in the Netherlands inspire a few
comments. Firstly, they are partly the result of new ideas about
the “public sphere” developing in the country. According to a
number of authors, from a situation in which various commu-
nities were filling the public sphere on the basis of respect for
certain common rules and principles and diversity in other
matters, the Netherlands are moving towards a society in which
expressions of cultural and, in particular, religious specificity
are banned from the public sphere.13

A related tendency in contemporary Dutch society, accord-
ing to some authors, is the development of a dominant culture
and set of opinions that by imposing their version of tolerance
leave no room for difference. Adversaries of this trend have de-
scribed it as the development of a liberal, secular, and white
majority culture (A. Kennedy), “fundamentalist liberalism” (John
Gray), or a “new state religion” (Dutch politician, Bas van der
Vlies).14 In the El Moumni case, some of those who took offence
at his statement called for the repressive means of prosecution
and extradition. Quite curiously, in the same connection some
also referred not only to the French state, known for its radical
form of secularism, but even to the Turkish state as examples
worth to be followed for their attitude towards religion.15

A significant fact is that, on the one hand, Western states,
including the Netherlands, for at least one decade have tended
to withdraw themselves more and more from the economic, so-
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cial, and educational spheres in order to give more room to the
“market mechanism”; on the other hand, however, they increas-
ingly intervene in social and moral life by imposing their rules
for what people should think and how they should behave.
Rules on the absence of children from school have been made
stricter and compulsory integration programmes have been in-
troduced. They are defended as positive measures in support of
the integration of immigrants in Dutch society. They are actu-
ally partly in the interest of these immigrants; partly they smell
of paternalism. The most recent measures and proposals, origi-
nating from the recently replaced Minister van Boxtel among
other persons, go yet much further in this direction and en-
croach on what hitherto were considered as fundamental rights
and private matters. Van Boxtel, in addition to questioning the
public funding of denominational schools, has suggested limit-
ing the right of immigrants from certain countries to marry a
person from their country of origin because this would impede
their integration into Dutch society.16 These restrictive measures
are not directed immediately or exclusively against Muslims,
but in practice, Muslims form the largest group of persons con-
cerned and in many discussions these policies are related espe-
cially to Muslims.

Another observation would be that it is not adolescents, who
might be expected to react against a stifling or uninspiring reli-
gious education by their parents, nor socially marginalized in-
digenous citizens who lead discussions that question the posi-
tion of Islam and Muslims. It rather is not-so-young persons
with well-established positions and a high level of education,
including university professors. This phenomenon may partly
be explained by the fact that it is this group who has the best
access to the mass media. There is more to it, however. The
growth of the Muslim population is reason for concern among
various categories of inhabitants of the Netherlands. Among
them are those groups within the political and social elite who
were just rejoicing over the gradual advance of a French form of
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radical secularism. It is this category of people that has gained
a strong position in Dutch public discourse and, through vari-
ous political parties that differ from other points of view, has
acquired influence on government policy.

One more striking characteristic of these recent discussions
is their frequent referring to the Dutch constitution. Most Dutch
citizens used to receive one or two lessons about the constitu-
tion at school and hardly ever thought about their constitution
afterwards. Even in the great public debates on fundamental
questions such as abortion, euthanasia, or marriage between
persons of the same sex, no reference was usually made to the
constitution. In these recent discussions relating to Islam and
Muslim immigrants, however, not a few persons have based
their proposals for various coercive or restrictive measures on
constitutional arguments.17 Above, we have seen the extreme
standpoint that religious education of one’s children was con-
trary to the constitution. In a letter to the editor, one reader indi-
cated two fundamental flaws in this argument: firstly, he wrote,
the constitution is meant to offer a general framework for the
state and the relationship between the government and the citi-
zens, not to be a reference in various questions of social life,
which are sufficiently regulated by the laws; secondly, the Dutch
constitution guarantees freedom for all to adhere to a religion of
their choice, not the freedom from religion.18 Evidently, the fact
that Muslims defend their right at practicing Islam by referring
to the Dutch constitution has contributed to the “constitution-
alization” of these discussions.

In an analysis of the present climate of communal relations
between Muslims and non-Muslims in the Netherlands, the
growing tendency to submit Muslim residents to various types
of “tests” to see whether they are good citizens should also be
mentioned. Standard catch questions that are asked to Muslims
in newspaper and television interviews or on other occasions
are about their opinions on the issues of homosexuality and
beating wives. These issues are often considered to be points of
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fundamental differences between Islamic believers and regular
Dutch citizens. The fact is that homosexuality has only become
accepted by wide circles of Dutch citizens since a few decades
and acknowledged in legal and administrative rulings for an
even shorter period. As for beating wives, most Muslims will
recognize its mentioning in the Quran. With very few excep-
tions, the more knowledgeable will explain that the relevant
Quranic passage aims at restricting rather than encouraging
the beating of wives. In actual practice, some Muslims beat their
wives and some non-Muslims do. For none of both groups, how-
ever, it is the Quran that inspires this behavior.

Polygamy is another issue considered by some to mark the
divide between Muslims and good Dutch citizens. Because very
few Muslims practice it, it is not an important object of discus-
sion. Dutch naturalization regulation, however, makes special
reference to the question. The Dutch law on nationality requires
a reasonable degree of integration within Dutch society from all
persons who acquire the Dutch nationality through naturaliza-
tion. The official manual for the application of the law elabo-
rates this condition. Significantly, in its clarification about the
condition of social integration, the one obstacle to naturaliza-
tion it mentions explicitly is polygamy. The condition of know-
ledge of the Dutch language, however, is watered down: the
mere participation in a Dutch language course or the fact that at
least the spouse of an applicant for Dutch nationality manifests
some Dutch language skills is considered sufficient. The condi-
tion of monogamy seems to have been framed in particular ref-
erence to Muslim immigrants. Nevertheless, its practical impor-
tance is very limited, as only a small majority of Muslims actu-
ally have more than one wife at a time.19

The Impact of September 11

The September 11 events have strengthened tendencies that
existed before. They have led to the intensification of restrictive
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and paternalistic measures directed especially at Muslims. In
addition, they have led to stricter security measures leading to a
significant reduction of rights of residents and visitors. Many of
these security measures have been aimed directly at Muslims.
Although their official objective is to prevent Muslim terrorists
from acting, they clearly affect the Muslim communities as a
whole, especially measures such as the systematic screening of
large groups of male Muslim residents, as have been disclosed
in Germany. Not only public authorities, but also the common
citizens and enterprises of many Western countries have adopted
a mistrustful attitude towards Muslims.20 Cases of non-Muslim
citizens refraining from visiting Muslims after September 11,
2001, and of insurance companies refusing insurances to noble
Muslim foundations because they consider the “political risk”
too high, have been reported from the Netherlands.

As has been the case in many other Western states, includ-
ing the Netherlands, the September 11 events have intensified
the trend to put Muslim residents and their organizations to the
test. Especially, the tendency to divide the world into two camps,
those in favor of “civilization” and those against it, regularly
related to Osama bin Laden and his network in particular and
even Islam in general, has been strengthened. In the Nether-
lands, as in many other countries, the secret services have been
involved in these testing and screening practices. Although the
Dutch Interior Security Service (BVD) had already published a
report on Islamic extremism in the country a few years earlier,
government authorities have revealed that its supervision of
Muslim residents and organizations was intensified after Sep-
tember 11, 2001.21 Significantly, although the publication of re-
ports is not BVD standard practice at all, in February 2002 it
published a second one relating to the Muslim population, en-
titled De democratische rechtsorde en islamitisch onderwijs (The
Democratic Order of Law and Islamic Education).22

 In comparison to some more alarming or negative statements
on Islam and Muslims in the Dutch media, this BVD report was
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quite moderate. It basically declared that the threat of Muslim
residents and movements to the Dutch democratic order was
rather limited. Moreover, for keen observers of the Dutch Mus-
lim community, it contained nothing really new. Some of its
information was even erroneous. The probable objective of this
publication was to calm down the discussion on Islam in the
Netherlands and to support those Dutch Muslims who are in
favor of social integration and oppose foreign influence on
Muslim educational institutions against their adversaries in
school boards and the umbrella organization of Islamic schools
in the Netherlands. In fact, in an immediate reaction to the pub-
lication, the board of the umbrella organization resigned and
after protracted deliberations a new board, with a stronger com-
mitment to Dutch society, was appointed.23

Similarities and Differences

The opening section of this contribution has suggested that
recent processes of change relating to the position of the Mus-
lim communities in various countries bear a number of close
similarities besides some significant differences. The present
section will develop this comparative analysis. It will concen-
trate on the Netherlands and Malaysia, but will add a few com-
parative notes relating to other countries from both regions, i.e.
Western Europe, in which the Muslim population forms rela-
tively new minorities, and that part of Southeast Asia in which
Islam has been well established for many centuries.

The comparison will start with similarities. The first one
concerns the discussion of whether Islam and democracy are
compatible. This question is widely debated, through newspa-
per articles, books, conferences, and even in parliaments, in both
the Netherlands and Malaysia, as well as in most other coun-
tries in which Muslim majorities or minorities live. In Muslim
majority countries, the term “civil society” is often adjoined to
democracy.
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A number of Western aid organizations, including the Asia
Foundation, have shown themselves extremely generous in
sponsoring various seminars, research projects, and publica-
tions relating to questions such as those of whether Islam is
compatible with civil society; whether, Islam—or Muslim groups
and organizations—do or may play a role in the development
of civil society; and, especially, how the particular type of Islam
or Muslims considered to conform to the ideal of civil society
may be supported. For several reasons, including the ambiguity
of their basic concepts and the underlying aspiration to develop
Muslim societies in conformity with Western models and inter-
ests, especially those of the United States, these discussions have
questionable sides.24

A second similarity lies in the development, both in the Ne-
therlands and in Malaysia, of a stricter supervision over and
coercion on the thought and behavior of Muslim citizens and
residents. The development of this trend in the Netherlands has
been discussed above. In Malaysia, during the 1990s the posi-
tion and power of religious authorities, especially the muftis or
fatwa councils of the various states composing the Malaysian
federation, have recently been elevated to a level unprecedented
in the history of the country or of Islamic jurisprudence. The
Administration of Islamic Law Act was amended in order that
fatwa >s should have legal force merely by their being gazetted.
No debates in legislative bodies are required and any effort to
dispute or to give an opinion contrary to a gazetted fatwa> hence-
forth constitutes a criminal offence.25 Furthermore, special ser-
vices have been created for the supervision of public and even
private life of the Muslim community from the viewpoint of Is-
lamic morality. Similar moral security forces are being formed
in the autonomous region of Aceh and in other Indonesian re-
gions voices have raised in support of the same type of institu-
tions.

On further examination, both similarities between recent ten-
dencies in Western countries and the dominantly Muslim part
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of Southeast Asia immediately reveal a fundamental difference
between the two zones. In the Netherlands and other Western
countries, the Muslim minority is supervised and put under
pressure to conform to the norms of the non-Muslim majority.
Islam and Muslims, in this case, are a priori suspect and have to
proof their innocence. In Malaysia and Indonesia, almost the
opposite is the case: Muslims have to prove that they are good
Muslims. In Malaysia, the competition between the government
coalition and the Parti Islam Se-Malaysia opposition, concen-
trated on an outbidding of each other in matters Islamic, is an
important underlying factor. Both sides are claiming that they
have brought or will bring, respectively, a true Islamic state. For
the government coalition, the Islamic character of the state lies
in the rule of values like justice, solidarity, and clean govern-
ment; for the Islamic opposition, it lies in the strict application
of various rules of traditional Islamic jurisprudence.

The difference just mentioned between Western countries
and Southeast Asian countries with majority or near-majority
Muslim communities partly explains another difference:
whereas, in some Western countries the call for a more radical
form of secularism grows stronger, in these Southeast Asian
countries, it is the call for an Islamic state that is increasingly
heard. In order to complete this contribution, one should have a
closer look at this phenomenon in the Netherlands and com-
pare it with developments in the same field elsewhere, in this
case in France.

In political and social analyses, the Netherlands is known
for the phenomenon of verzuiling. Verzuiling, or pillarization, is
the mechanism through which, during the past two centuries,
various Dutch communities, such as the Protestants, the Ro-
man-Catholics, and the labor class of social-democratic convic-
tion, each through the development of their particular social
and political organizations, could achieve, one after the other, a
respected place within the common, Dutch society and state.
This “peaceful co-existence” of multiple communities in vari-
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ous spheres of social and political life, including the state, was
well compatible with the principle of secularism, as it had de-
veloped in most modern Western states.

“Secularism”, in this connection, may be defined in a ge-
neral way as the absence of a privileged relation between the
state and a particular religion. This differs from the more radi-
cal and specifically French idea of laicité, which implies the
total absence of religion, in any form, from the public space.
Any reference to religion in public schools, for example, even in
the form of comparative studies respectful of all denominations
and non-religious worldviews, is banned from this perspective.
On the basis of various observations, of which some have been
mentioned above, one may conclude the following: from a state
based on verzuiling and the general, moderate understanding
of secularism, the Netherlands is moving towards a society in
which expressions of cultural and in particular religious speci-
ficity are banned from the public sphere, which is more in con-
formity with the idea of laicité.26

Nevertheless, one religious issue is considered of extreme
strategic interest for the integration of the Muslim immigrant
minority into Dutch society. In this question, the Dutch govern-
ment has been looking for ways to involve itself as far as is
possible without transgressing the limits of a secular political
system: for several years it has been discussing the ways not to
create, but to facilitate a Dutch imam training. The interesting
fact is that similar processes are going on in a number of other
Western countries. These include France, the champion of laicité
and at the same time one of the Western countries with the larg-
est group of Muslim immigrants. For this reason, one might say
that the Netherlands and France are moving towards each other:
the former country is moving from moderate secularism towards
laicité and the latter in the opposite direction. In both countries,
the September 11 events have intensified these processes. The
victory of right-wing parties at the parliamentary elections of
2002 in both countries, with very reserved attitudes towards
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immigration and foreign cultures, can partly be attributed to
these events. The new governments of both countries have not
revised the standpoint that the government should stimulate
the domestic training of imams, however. On the eve of the
French legislative elections, President Jacques Chirac an-
nounced that the right-wing government he hoped to appoint
after the elections would continue the process that should lead
to the creation of a representative council of French Muslims,
which had been one of the main projects of Jean-Pierre
Chevènement and various other former socialist ministers of
home affairs. Chirac added that the domestic training of imams
would be one of the main objectives to be realized through this
institution.27 Since, Nicholas Sarkozy, who has become Chirac’s
minister for home affairs, has emphasized the importance of
homebred imams on various occasions.28 In the Netherlands,
the new government so far has remained silent on this issue,
but in this respect at least, continuity in government policy may
be expected.

Conclusion

The Muslim community of the Netherlands is steadily grow-
ing. Immigration from countries with cultures that differ from
mainstream Dutch tradition is the main source of this growth.
This is one of the reasons for which various social problems
this country is facing are often attributed to a lack of integration
of Muslim immigrants. Moreover, they are frequently imputed
to Islam, understood as a culture or civilization incompatible
with those values and principles considered to be the founda-
tion of Western civilization. The September 11, 2001 events have
not produced this attitude, but they have intensified it. Similar
tendencies exist elsewhere, both in Western countries and in
countries with well-established Muslim communities, such as
a number of Southeast Asian states. Each country, however,
also has its particularities. Therefore, in order to understand
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the relationship between Muslim and non-Muslim communi-
ties and to find solutions to problems its development faces, one
should take into consideration both global trends and local cir-
cumstances. Moreover, although particular events, such as those
of September 11, do have an impact, historical transformations
cannot generally be attributed to them alone.

Epilogue

Momentary incidents, such as the September 11, 2001 events,
generally have not the large impact that is sometimes attributed
to them. They rather intensify longer-term tendencies that started
already before. Between the moments this text was originally
presented in September 2002, and the time it was finalized for
publication, no major changes, which would make its analyses
and conclusions obsolete, have taken place. Minor ones do have
occurred, at least in the Netherlands. The presence of a large
delegation from the “Lijst Pim Fortuyn” (LPF) – Pim Fortuyn’s
List” – in Dutch Parliament after the May 2002 elections proved
a factor of great political instability. The cabinet formed after
these elections, which included a number of LPF ministers, fell
within a few months. In the ensuing new parliamentary elec-
tions, the LPF lost most of its seats. Naima Azough, whose
maiden speech inspired the opening words of the present text,
lost hers too. Another “allochthonous” woman made her en-
trance into Dutch parliament, Ayaan Hirsi Ali. This woman,
who originates from a Somali Muslim family and established in
the Netherlands as a refugee, showed a quite different attitude
towards Islam.29 So far, the Malaysian political establishment
has proved more stable than the Dutch one. Of both politicians
referred to in the introduction of this text, the second one,
Mahathir Mohamad, remains well established in office. Dis-
cussions about his replacement have continued too.
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In the wake of the tragic attacks on the World Trade  Center in
New York and the Pentagon in northern Virginia scholars,

journalists, policy makers, and people the world over have
struggled to understand how, by whom, and why these brutal
and unspeakable acts of violence were carried out. The how
and by who questions were answered with amazing speed. The
why question is perhaps more difficult. It requires careful in-
vestigation of the history and religious underpinning of Middle
Easter Muslim radicalism.1

Several answers to the Why question have circulated in the
press. One is that the terrorists were motivated by a blind and
unbending hatred of the West. Another is that they are strict or
“fundamentalist” Muslims. An explanation more common in
the Muslim world is that these acts were retribution for West-
ern, and particularly American, complicity with Israel’s contin-
ued occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and the
“occupation” of Saudi Arabia by American forces. While all of
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these theories contain a grain of truth, none is sufficient. There
are many Muslims who hate the West, just as there are many
Europeans and Americans who hate Muslims. Hatred and big-
otry are, unfortunately, human universals. Many Muslims who
have little love for all manner of things Western were repulsed
by the events of September 11. Similarly Islamic scholars and
movements actively involved in struggles against Western in-
fluence deplored this wanton destruction of human life. There
are millions of strict or fundamentalist Muslims who believe
that personal, social, and political life should be based on shari>‘a
(Islamic Law). Most would say that these acts of terror were
gross violations of basic principles of Islamic Law.

Here, I will attempt to describe the worldview or general
system of thought that moved a particular group of Muslims to
shed the blood of thousands of people from many countries,
ethnic backgrounds, and religions—including Islam—at the
cost of their own. It is also reasonable to assume that those who
planned and conducted these attacks were fully aware of what
the nature of the response would be. In my view, this worldview
or ideology is as perilous as the financial and logistical net-
works that made the attacks possible. This theology of terror is
at least as perilous for Muslim countries as it is for the West. To
resolve this problem those who seek peace in the world must
undertake theological as well as economic, political, and mili-
tary initiatives.

There is nothing particularly novel about the theology of
terror. Individual elements including the concept of the renewal
of Islam, commanding the good and prohibiting the evil, struggle
in the path of God (jiha>d), fond remembrance of the community
of the Prophet Muhammad and his immediate successors, and
the conviction that Islamic Law is the basis for social justice are
among the building blocks of many Muslim theologies. Three
things are unique about this particular variety of Muslim radi-
calism. The first is that it globalizes notions of the Islamic state
and Islamic law. The second is that through circuitous and tor-
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tured reasoning it circumvents the Islamic legal prohibition
against attacking non-combatants in times of war. The third is
the view that only they are genuinely Muslim. All other self-
professed Muslims are denounced as unbelievers or apostates
against whom Muslims are obligated to conduct jiha>d and who
are subject to execution.

Historical Background

Radical Muslim groups are very fractious. It is often difficult
to determine historical connections precisely. Many of the cur-
rent generation can be traced in some way to the Egyptian Mus-
lim Brotherhood. The Muslim Brotherhood was a renewal move-
ment. It sought to solve the problems of colonial and post-colo-
nial Egypt through a combination of modern education and a
return to the “original” principles and practices of Islam. It was
brutally suppressed by Nasser in the 1950s. The brothers who
survived went underground. They resurfaced during the Sadat
period (1970-81). Most advocated a combination of participa-
tion in the political process, social service, and educational ac-
tivities. Splinter groups influenced by the writing of Sayyid Qutb
(1906-66) took a more radical and violent stance.

Sayyid Qutb was the father of the virulent anti-Westernism
of contemporary Muslim radicals.2 He was educated in Egypt
and the United States receiving an MA from the University of
Northern Colorado in 1951. He was deeply affected by what he
saw as the moral laxity of 1950s’ American culture and came to
have a bitter hatred of everything Western. He was also the first
to advocate the use of force to establish a universal Islamic state.
For Sayyid Qutb “nationalism is belief, home land is Da>r al-
Isla>m (the world of Islam), the ruler is God and the constitution
is Islam”. He termed Arab as well as Western nationalisms “un-
belief” and advocated eliminating all Western influences in the
political and cultural systems of the Arab world. He was ex-
ecuted in 1966 for plotting to assassinate Egyptian president
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Nasser. His works are widely read in radical Muslim circles
and have been translated into many languages.3

Qutb’s influence is apparent in an Arabic text al-Fari >d }ah al-
Gha>’ibah (The Neglected Duty)  written by the Egyptian Muslim
radical Abdul Salam Faraj. It is a call for jiha>d against the “un-
believing” rulers of Arab states and their Western supporters. It
describes jiha>d as the duty of all Muslims when nonbelievers
“occupy” a Muslim country.4 It is important to note that Jamal
and his associates consider the rulers of Arab and other Mus-
lim countries to be ka>fir or worse still muna>fiq (people who claim
to be Muslims but who are actually striving to destroy Islam
and the Muslim community). This work is the political and reli-
gious manifesto of the Jamaat al-Jihad, the association respon-
sible for Sadat’s assassination.

This theological orientation or worldview is the ideological
foundation of radical Muslim groups throughout the world.
While they differ concerning strategy and tactics, they share a
common goal. However a basic distinction can be drawn be-
tween groups that operate within one country, such as the In-
donesian Laskar Jihad, and those like Bin Laden who choose  to
conduct the jiha>d on “enemy” territory.

The Afghan war led to the spread of the internationally ori-
ented jiha>d ideology and groups throughout the world. Radi-
cals, including Bin Laden and the Taliban credit themselves
with the collapse of the Soviet Union. Once the evil of commu-
nism was defeated they turned their attention to the struggle
against the West, which they also see as a great evil. Volunteers
from all parts of the Muslim world participated in the Afghan
war often with active support from the Saudi government. They
received religious as well as military training. They expected to
be welcomed as heroes when they returned home. This did not
happen. The combination of military and theological training
they received made them a potential threat to nearly every Mus-
lim government.
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The Taliban

The Taliban are best known for extreme anti-Westernism
and equally extreme interpretations of Islamic law, particularly
those portions of the law concerning gender relations. Their
self-proclaimed goal was to purge Afghanistan of all vestiges of
unbelief. Television, Internet, dancing, tape recorders, kite fly-
ing, and nail polish are but a few of the “evils” of Western ma-
terialism to have been prohibited. The Taliban have also con-
ducted a campaign against traditional social and religious prac-
tices that they regard to be un-Islamic. They also conducted
campaigns against the human vestiges of unbelief, persecuting
small Hindu and Christian communities, and slaughtering thou-
sands of Shi’i Muslims in the northern part of the country.
Taliban leaders have stated repeatedly that the Shi’i are not
Muslims and can be legitimately killed.

The Taliban understand themselves as restoring the purity
of the Islamic faith. Their goal is to “return” to what they believe
to have been the social and religious norms of the companions
of the Prophet Muhammad. The Taliban differ from other reviv-
alist communities in their emphasis to seek a return to ancient
social as well as spiritual norms. In this sense they are very
different from more mainstream revivalists such as the Indone-
sian Muhammadiyah, which actively embraces the modern
world. It should also be added that some of the practices they
seek to establish including the rigid segregation of women have
more to do with Pushtu culture than with Islam.

Were it not for Bin Laden and the now global network of
Afghan war veterans, the Taliban would have been of little im-
portance beyond the borders of Afghanistan. Given the extreme
views and the almost inherent political instability of the state it
is unlikely that they could long endure. Even before September
11, Taliban leaders were aware of their tenuous hold on power.
They have something of a bunker mentality, believing that the
forces of evil are arraigned against them. These take the form of
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Shi‘i/Iranian/Communist conspiracies, internal subversion by
Afghans that do not share their extreme views, Saudi subver-
sion (by means of free trips to Mecca and bribes), UN use of food
and health programs to compete for the loyalty of the populace
and to encourage conversion to Christianity, and the activities
of American, Israeli, and Arab intelligence operatives (who were
blamed for a series of bombings).

The Taliban also worried about military threats other than
the one that lead ultimately to their demise. In early 2002, a few
spoke of a Shi‘i/Communist conspiracy that also included In-
dia and Turkey. They expressed confidence that they could de-
feat such an alliance through a combination of military might
and divine intervention. They described themselves as libera-
tors of the Muslim world from “the atheistic, faithless American
tyranny”. Mullah Muhammad Omar has take the title Ami>r al-
Mu’mini>n or Commander of all the Faithful in the World. This
title was used by the caliphs of the classical age of Islam. It
suggests that the Taliban see themselves as the center of a new
and universal caliphate. They stated repeatedly that if they were
attacked it is the duty of every Muslim to come to their aid.

Osama Bin Laden

The Taliban refer to Bin Laden as the “Commander of the
Arab Muja>hidi>n” and describe him as a Sheikh (religious teacher).
In reality Bin Laden, despite his pious statements has only a
“lay” religious education and cannot be considered to be an
‘a>lim (religious scholar). His style of argument and use of scrip-
tural sources resembles that of Abdul Salam Faraj, the author of
The Neglected Duty. Intellectually and politically Bin Laden has
strong ties to the radical factions of the Muslim Brotherhood.
He is known best for his fatwa> commanding Muslims to kill
Americans wherever they can be found.5

From this text, and from interviews published in Western
and Muslim media it is possible to elucidate a simplistic, and
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yet powerful theology. It consists of five principles.6

First, commanding the good and forbidding the evil. This is
the most basic principle of Islamic law. Like the Taliban and
other Islamists, Bin Laden does not rely on the centuries of legal
scholarship revered by other conservative Muslims. He relies
primarily on the relatively few passages in the Quran concern-
ing the “just war”. He interprets “forbidding the evil” with “de-
stroying the lives and property of those who do evil”. Unlike the
vast majority of Muslim jurists, Bin Laden defines this jiha>d as
an individual rather than communal obligation.

Second, the West is entirely evil. Like many Islamists Bin
Laden’s view of history is highly conspiratorial. He maintains
that there is an organized international conspiracy including
Christians and Jews dedicated to the destruction of Islam as a
religion. He often cites the Gulf War as an example of Western
terror:

For seven years the United States has been occupying the lands
of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian peninsula, plun-
dering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating its people,
terrorizing its neighbors, and turning its bases in the penin-
sula into a spear head through which to fight the neighboring
Muslim peoples.

He states that the United States and its allies are waging war
on God, his messenger (the Prophet Muhammad) and Muslims.
There is nothing original about this claim. It is directly linked to
the writings of Sayyid Qutb. Similar conspiracy theories can be
found among Muslims throughout the world. Bin Laden’s con-
tribution to this discourse is the argument that all Americans
are to be killed. This conclusion is based on two lines of reason-
ing. The first is that the US has attacked civilians and “execut-
ing more than 600,000 Muslim children in Iraq”. The second is
that because the US government was chosen by popular vote,
US citizens, individually and collectively, are guilty of terror-
ism and murder. He regards Presidents Bush Sr., Clinton, and
Bush Jr. as the embodiment of evil:
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Mentioning the name of Clinton or that of the American Gov-
ernment provokes disgust and revulsion. This is because the
name of the American government and the names of Clinton
and Bush directly reflect in our minds the picture of children
with their heads cut off before even reaching one year of age.

Third, Arab and other Muslim governments are evil. Bin
Laden states that Arab and other Muslim governments are evil,
and their leaders ka>fir (non Muslim) because they are agents of
the United States and the Jews who, he maintains, control US
foreign policy. Much of his hatred is directed at the Saudi royal
family. They are singled out for allowing US forces to occupy
the Holy Places, for jailing ‘ulama>’ and for refusing to allow
Muslims to command the good and prohibit the evil. Bin Laden
has stated that the Saudi royal family has replaced shari>‘a with
human law and that he will return to Arabia when “God’s Law
rules in that land”. He has stated that Afghanistan is a place
where it is possible for him to command the good and prohibit
the evil and that he intends to instigate rebellion in Saudi Arabia.
Struggle against unjust rulers is a collective Muslim duty. Bin
Laden understands it as the duty of all Muslims as individuals.
Few Muslim scholars would accept the view that the presence
of US troops in Saudi Arabia defiles the holy places in Mecca
and Medina. Non-Muslims are not allowed to enter the H }aram
region that includes these two cities, but are most clearly not
prohibited from other parts of the country.

Fourth, the goal–a global Muslim community. Bin Laden
thinks in global terms, both in the contemporary sense of the
term and in that of the classical Islamic doctrine of the caliph-
ate. His immediate goal is to drive what he considers to be occu-
pying forces from Muslim territory. He credits his muja>hidi>n
with the destruction of the Soviet Union and has now turned
his attention to driving US unbelievers from the Muslim world.
His ultimate goal is the establishment of a global Muslim com-
munity in which nation states will dissolve and give way to a
universal Muslim caliphate.
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Fifth, the method jiha>d. There are Muslims who share much
of Bin Laden’s view of the world, but who are convinced that
the goals are pursued best through peaceful means. Bin Laden
is convinced that the only way to achieve the goal is through
armed struggles against the Jewish Crusader alliance and the
Muslim governments and leaders they dominate. Bin Laden
has described the coming war in Arabia as “something that
will make the Americans forget the horrors of Vietnam”. Bin
Laden’s reading of the Quranic discourse on jiha>d is very selec-
tive. He emphasizes the command to fight the enemies of Islam,
but chooses to ignore elements of this discourse that stress the
defensive nature of jiha>d such as “Fight those in the way of God
who fight you, but do not be aggressive: God does not like ag-
gressors” (QS 2:190) and Hadi >th traditions prohibiting treach-
ery, mutilation, and the killing of children and other non-com-
batants.

Bin Laden’s Religious Connections

Bin Laden is associated with, and frequently praises, a group
of Saudi ‘ulama>’ that stand in opposition to the Saudi royal
family. The scholars opposed the Gulf War and the presence of
US troops. Several were jailed for publicly criticizing the gov-
ernment. Salman al-’Awdah and Safar al-Hawaly are two who
Bin Laden regards as heroes. Both of these scholars were trained
in Islamic universities in Saudi Arabia. Both stated that Islamic
law forbids the presence of US troops in Saudi Arabia. In other
respects they are very different. Al-’Awdah is a specialist in law
and theology. His writings concern justice, the need for Muslim
unity and the desirability of avoiding minor religious disputes.
Bin Laden makes very similar arguments. Al-Hawaly is rather
eccentric. In The Day of Wrath he criticizes Christian messianic
and apocalyptic thought. He argues that there is a coming apoca-
lypse, but that it is one that will begin with jiha >d, the utter de-
struction of Israel and the United States and conclude with the
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Day of Judgment. Hawaly calculates that these events will tran-
spire in 2012.7

Fellow Travelers

The alliance between Bin Laden and the Taliban was unique
only to the extent of its ability to train, equip, and finance a
significant military force. There are numerous other groups that
share similar worldviews. Among these Hizb al Tahrir (Islamic
Liberation Party) is among the most articulate and well orga-
nized.8 It was founded in Jerusalem in 1953 by Taqi al-Din al-
Nabhani (1909-77). Al-Nabhani studied at al-Azhar in Cairo
and was subsequently a religious teacher and judge in Pales-
tine. The ILP was found when he and a group of associates split
from the Muslim Brotherhood. Their primary goal was to re-
store an authentic Islamic way of life to the Muslim community
and purging it of the vestiges of colonialism, Westernization,
and secularism. This is to be achieved, and all of the problems
of the Muslim world solved, by the re-establishment of the uni-
versal caliphate.

Another of ILP’s goals is to expose the Western conspiracy
to destroy Islam and the complicity of Zionists in this agenda.
The Balfour Declaration, the founding of the state of Israel, the
1967 war, and the Gulf War are mentioned as elements of this
conspiracy. It also includes fanciful elements including the claim
that US soldiers murdered, cooked, and ate children in Somalia.

ILP has pursued this goal unfalteringly for almost half a
century. In the 1950s and 1960s the party established branches
in Syria, Lebanon, Kuwait, and Iraq. Today it is a global organi-
zation with branches throughout the Middle East, Europe, Cen-
tral, South and Southeast Asia, and the United States. The coun-
tries in which it is presently most active include the United
Kingdom, those of central Asia and Indonesia. There is no pub-
licly available evidence to link ILP with Osama bin Laden or the
Taliban. What is clear is that they share a common theological
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understanding of world events.
ILP has employed tactics ranging from attempts at coups in

the late 1960s to the publication of religious tracts and books
first in print editions and now on the Internet. The party is highly
centralized. It maintains web sites in Arabic, Urdu, Turkish,
Indonesian, and many other languages. The contents of these
web sites are nearly identical.9

Officially ILP denounced the bombings of the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon. A sermon delivered in London a few
days after the tragedy stated that the proper Islamic way to es-
tablish the caliphate was the “self improvement” of the Muslim
community, but that it is not difficult to understand the rage of
the Muslim community. Subsequent statements of the ILP in
Pakistan take a stronger position. What follows is the text of an
email message I received on September 25, 2001:

This is a Message for mankind, in order that they may take
heed. Alliance with America is a great crime forbidden by
Islam. In the Gulf war against Iraq in 1991 America set up an
alliance to enter that war. After this she established what’s
known as the ‘New World Order’ as an attempt to impose her
dominance over the world. Now America is striving to set up
a new international alliance claiming that it is for the fight
against terrorism. In reality she aims to develop the ‘New
World Order’ so as to strengthen her hold over the world,
especially the Islamic world, which includes the states not
under her control in Central Asia and the states which form a
threat to her influence like China.

We, at this point, are not concerned about looking into who
undertook the attack in New York and Washington on 11/9/
2001. However we assert that America has directed an allega-
tion against Bin Ladin without providing any evidence. Not
one American official dared to say that he had a single evi-
dence or proof against Bin Ladin. All they have claimed is that
he is a prime suspect. He has issued a statement categorically
denying that he had anything to do with the attack. Likewise,
the Taliban government has unequivocally denied that it has
anything to do with it. It has demanded evidence for this accu-
sation in order to try him, should it be proven, but America is
unable to present any evidence. Furthermore, those who are
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well informed of the matters, know that the American secret
service has infiltrated the Taliban through Pakistan and con-
sequently it has infiltrated the Al-Qa’idah organization led by
Bin Ladin. If Bin Ladin was responsible for this attack America
would have known about it, especially as such an attack re-
quires a great number of people to execute it and long period
of time to prepare for it.

We are used to Americas’ lies and willful deception in such
situations. In the attack on the FBI building in Oklahoma in
1995 the blame was immediately pointed at the Arabs and
Muslims, then a short while afterwards it appeared that the
perpetrator was an American.10 When she destroyed a phar-
maceutical factory in Sudan she claimed that it was a weapons
factory whilst she knew with certainty that it was a medicine
factory. This is because she knows about every issue in Sudan
whether it is big or small. She attacked the factory in order to
absorb the anger against her at home.

After pacifying her own people she apologized to Sudan for
the air strike. She did something similar when her planes
bombed Libya. Now, one expects that America had known
who was behind this attack, but deliberately ignores them
and directs the blame in a different direction to realize a num-
ber of targets: to appease the public opinion of her people and
absorb the anger after the strong shock they felt; to extend her
influence in the world, especially in Central Asia; to plunder
funds from the states in the world not least from the oil pro-
ducing states so as to gain twice as much as she lost during the
destruction that took place; and to create Islam as an opponent
to the Western civilization so that the followers of this (Is-
lamic) civilization stay in a constant state of fear.11

On Friday 14/9/2001 the assistant to the American Secretary
of State William Burns summoned the Arab ambassadors and
explained the terms of the alliance which his government was
forming. They are the following: First, to declare support for
the American initiative in a forceful and public manner. Sec-
ond, to undertake executive steps on the ground such as stop-
ping individuals, closing offices and pursuing the sources of
funding. Third, to work with the United States in the field of
exchanging intelligence and being prepared to join the opera-
tions of the American military response and providing assis-
tance when the American response is decided. The American
foreign department distributed a document to a number of
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Arab and European states, Latin America, and states in Asia
regarding the general principles Washington will follow in
its so-called war against terrorism. It reported that dealing
with the Europeans will be classified under ‘co-operation’. As
for what relates to the Arab group and some Asian states,
including Pakistan, that will be classified under ‘demands’ or
‘orders’. America will not negotiate with these states, rather
she will say categorically, “Are you with America or with
terrorism?”

O Muslims! The Shariah obliges you to reject this American
demand, which looks down upon you with disdain and con-
tempt. America has no high values so as to lecture you on who
you should support and who you should fight. You are the
people who have a divine Message. You are the ones who
carry the Guidance and Light to mankind.

Allah has described you with His words: “You are the best of
peoples ever raised up for mankind; you enjoin the Good
(ma’roof) and forbid the Evil, and you believe in Allah..”.

The rules of this Message forbid any aggression against civil-
ian non-combatants. They forbid killing of children, the eld-
erly and non-combatant women even in the battlefield. They
forbid the hijacking of civilian airplanes carrying innocent
civilians and forbid the destruction of homes and offices that
contain innocent civilians. All of these actions are types of
aggression that Islam forbids and Muslims should not under-
take such actions. As for Jihad to fight the enemy who com-
mits aggression against Muslims, usurps their land, plunders
their resources and attempts to control them; not only is this a
legitimate matter but it is an obligation (fard). It is the highest
peak of Islam.

Allah said: “And make ready against them all you can of power,
including steeds of war to put fear into the hearts of the enemy
of Allah and your enemy”.

The Messenger of Allah said:”The head of the matter is Islam,
its pillar is the prayer and its highest peak is Jihad”.

Oh Muslims! Shariah does not permit you to give America
anything that she tries to impose upon you. It is not allowed
for you to submit to Americas’ orders or give any form of
assistance to her whether it is security information or facili-
tates for passage through land, air or regional waters. It is not
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allowed to give America fixed bases. It is not allowed to co-
ordinate or cooperate with her in any military issue. It is not
allowed to enter her alliance or seek her friendship because
America is an enemy to Islam and the Muslims.

He said: “Oh you who believe! Take not My enemies and your
enemies as friends, showing affection towards them, while
they have disbelieved in what has come to you of the truth”.

Allah has alerted us to what they conceal (in their hearts) for
Islam and the Muslims.

He said: “Hatred has already appeared from their mouths, but
what their breasts conceal is far worse.... Lo! You are the ones
who love them but they love you not, and you believe in all
the scriptures”.

We have noticed the hatred in the actions of the officials, even
in the actions of ordinary people after being incited by the
malicious Jews who made them think that Muslims are terror-
ists. Thus, they began to attack mosques and Muslim women
in the streets. As for the president of America, Bush, has de-
scribed the war, he will launch as a revenge for the attack of 11
September on New York and Washington as: “A crusade”.12

He said this on 16/9/2001.

How can America demand that the Muslims join their ranks
while their president announces without shame that he will
wage a crusade on all Muslims who do not bow before America,
and not only on Bin Ladin and Afghanistan. This is humilia-
tion, servitude and absolute control of the future of the peoples.
Indeed, this haughtiness and arrogance is what gave rise to
the hatred for America in the hearts of people and made them
sacrifice their lives in order to harm America and seek re-
venge on her. America is reaping what she has sown.

Oh Muslims! You are one Ummah (community. He said: “The
believers are nothing else than brothers” The Messenger of
Allah said: “The Muslim is the brother of another Muslim, he
does not do injustice to him nor desert him”. And he said “The
Muslim is the brother of another Muslim, he does not oppress
him, forsake him nor hate him”.

He said: ”The believers to one another are like one solid struc-
ture where one part strengthens another”. And he said: “The
similitude of the believers in their mutual love, compassion
and sympathy is like that of a body: when one part hurts then
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the rest of the body calls out in sleeplessness and fever”. And
he said: “The blood of the Muslims is one. The nearest as well
as the furthest of them gives pledge of protection (to anyone)
in their name. And they are one hand against the rest”.

The Messenger of Allah wrote the constitution of Madinah
shortly after the Hijrah which describes the state of the Mus-
lims: “They are one Ummah to the exclusion of other people ...
the believers are helpers to each other to the exclusion of other
people ... the peace of the believers is one, a believer does not
make peace excluding another believer in (the process of) fight-
ing in the path of Allah”.

There we see America mobilizing her garbage, setting up her
alliance, making her preparations, and issuing her ultimatum
to Afghanistan wishing unjustly and aggressively to humili-
ate her. She threatens all the Muslim lands and warns that her
war will continue for many years. Your rulers, O Muslims, are
agents and cowards who have neglected their Deen (religion),
lost their dignity and began to behave like slaves before the
haughty America. There is no hope left in them.

So will you allow these rulers to enter the American alliance
and take you with them, to kill your Muslim brothers? Will
you leave your rulers to permit America to use your airports,
seaports, land and airspace so as to take off for the occupation
of a Muslim land? Do you allow them to turn your army into
slaves used by America to kill your believing brothers? By
Allah, the action of those rulers is indeed an abominable crime
which is one of the biggest crimes. It is by Allah a great shame
and great sin upon you if you allow them to execute for
America whatever she wishes. The immediate and rapid ac-
tion, which you are obliged to do, is to prevent the rulers from
opening the doors to America and forcing them to expel
America from the Muslim lands.

As for the radical work which will solve the problems of the
Islamic Ummah, it is the establishment of the righteous
Khilafah (calif) which will unite the Islamic lands and peoples
in one state and convey the Message of Islam to the rest of the
world.

He said: “And hold fast, all of you together, to the rope of
Allah, and do not be divided”. So if you, O Muslims, were one
Ummah under the banner of one Caliph holding onto the
Book of Allah and Sunnah of His Messenger would then
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America or any other kufr states have ambitions over you?13
Would they have the courage to do anything against you or
enslave your rulers without taking any account of you? By
Allah, no! So rise up towards the radical work which will save
your Ummah and the whole world.

He said: “Allah is with you, and will never decrease the re-
ward of your good deeds”.

In a subsequent message, distributed throughout the world
ILP stated: The Muslims must establish the caliphate and treat
the US the way Allah has instructed in the Quran: Satan is your
enemy deal with him as an enemy.

Conclusions

Attacks on US installations abroad and the recent strikes on
the World Trade Towers and the Pentagon were motivated by a
theology of terror that dates to the early 1950’s. This theology
defines both Western governments and those of most Muslim
states as inherently evil. Radical Islamists are a small, but well-
financed and well-organized component of the world Muslim
community. They can be found in almost every country on the
planet. Immediately following the September 11 attacks many
Indonesian Muslims and those of us in the West who devote
ourselves to the study of Indonesian Islam said and wrote that
radical Islamist movements were unlikely to surface in Indone-
sia. We were wrong. We were lulled to complacency by our
desire to believe that “it can’t happen here”. During much of the
New Order period there was little evidence of radical Islamist
influence. This speaks for the efficiency of Soeharto’s repres-
sion. Almost as soon as the New Order collapsed increasingly
militant Islamist parties, with ideologies similar to those of Bin
Laden, the Taliban and Hizbul Tahrir began to emerge. The Bali
bombings proved beyond doubt that they are capable of mount-
ing terror attacks.

Military, financial, and political initiatives will not stop ter-



193

A Theology of Terror

rorist zealots. Their weapons of choice are very “low tech” and
readily obtainable.14 The theology of terror must be eliminated if
terrorist acts are to be brought to a halt. If this is to be accom-
plished the legitimate grievances of Muslim communities must
be addressed. It is equally important that future generations of
‘ulama>’ (Muslim Scholars) be encouraged to enter into serious
dialogue with their Euro-American counterparts. Sayyid Qutb’s
negative impressions of American culture are, in large part, re-
sponsible for the current crisis.

To avoid what Samuel Huntington has called the “clash of
civilizations” it is essential that Western intellectuals and reli-
gious leaders engage the ‘ulama>’ in serious ways. Government
to government and scholar-to-scholar contacts must be joined if
Crusader/Jiha>d conflicts are to be avoided in coming years.
Educational exchanges can make a major contribution to bring-
ing peace to the world to avoid further death and destruction,
be it from highjacked airliners or B-52s.

We must come to an agreement that we are all children of
Abraham and that we will work together to solve our common
problems. The voices that would resort to terror, violence, and
murder, be they Christian, Jewish, or Muslim, must be silenced.
This may require sustained and prolonged military and diplo-
matic action. If the Peace of God, which all of these religions
promise, is to be found we must move from military force to-
ward economic cooperation and religious dialogue. Western
“Islamaphobia” and Muslim “West-phobia” must give way to
a search for common ways to solve the economic, political, and
moral problems that confront the Muslim and Western worlds.
In the contemporary global world system this is the only way
that we can effectively “command the good and prohibit the
evil”.
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Notes
1 I will refer to these individuals as Muslim rather than Islamic in
respect for the consensus of Islamic scholarly opinion that the be-
liefs and actions associated with these movements does NOT consti-
tute submission to God—the literal meaning of the Arabic word
Islam.
2 For an overview of the history of Muslim radicalism see Mont-
gomery Watt, Islamic Fundamentalism and Modernity. London:
Routledge 1988.
3 On Sayyid Qutb and the history of radical Islamism in Egypt see
Gilles Kepel, Muslim Extremism in Egypt: The Prophet and the Pharaoh
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993.
4 Most Muslim scholars argue that jiha>d can be undertaken only
when there is a reasonable possibility of success and that it is a
communal, not individual obligation.
5  It is not clear if Bin Laden actually wrote the fatwa>. Leaders of jiha>d
groups in Egypt, Pakistan, and Bangladesh also signed it.
6 A 1996 interview with Bin Laden is located at http://
www.islam.org.au/articles/15/LADIN.HTM
7 English translations of these works are located at http://
www.islam.org.au/articles/21/r-introduction.htm
8 The ILP web sites can be located at http://www.hizb-ut-tahrir.org/
9 See http://www.hizb-ut-tahrir.org/
10 This statement is correct. In the hours following the Oklahoma
City bombing many Americans assumed that it had been conducted
by “Islamic terrorists”. On that day I received numerous Phoenix
area journalists one of whom asked me: “Which Muslims did it?”
11 Throughout the Muslim world many believe that Bin Laden was
not responsible for the attacks of September 11. There are numerous
conspiracy theories attributing them to some combination of US
and Israeli intelligence agencies. There are similar theories con-
cerning the Bali bombing. One which received considerable atten-
tion in Indonesia claimed that the explosion was that of an Israeli or
US “micro-nuclear bomb”. Curiously this theory was first proposed
by an ultra rightwing radio station in New York City.
12 President Bush’s choice of words was very unfortunate. In Ameri-
can English the word crusade is used in many contexts. There are
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crusades against cancer and other diseases. There is a student Chris-
tian movement called the Campus Crusade for Christ and even
secular political movements are sometimes referred to as crusades.
In the Muslim world the term crusade is more precisely defined. It
means a Christian war of a aggression against Muslims, the legiti-
mate response to which is jiha>d.
13 Sunna is the customary behavior of the Prophet Muhammad and
his immediate companions. It is recorded in the Hadi >th literature
and one of the basic sources of Islamic law.
14 Extremely powerful bombs, such as those used in Bali and Okla-
homa City can be made with fertilizer and Diesel fuel. The weapons
used by the September 11 highjackers were box cutters.





Islam and the West

Abdurrahman Wahid

I think one thing should be made clear in advance, and that
is that the radical terrorist attacks in New York on the WTC

on September 11, 2001, were the result rather than the cause of
something else; they were the result of a combination of many
things. First, the geopolitical situation has made clear to Mus-
lims, or parts of the Muslim community, that they have no other
way to win the encounter with the West except by committing
violence. And violence means terrorism. That is why some Mus-
lims carried out these attacks. They made sure that by enacting
terrorism against the United States, the whole world would learn
about this. This of course cannot be seen as a right thing. But we
have to know the reasons for that.

Second, we are tackling the problem of the terrorist by such
means as bombing Afghanistan, sending special forces there by
the US and so on. Although, in many ways, this has a link to
what happened to the WTC on September 11, 2001, other con-
siderations also dictated these actions. This we have to remem-
ber always. There is not one single factor. According to several
writers—Muslims of course—the geopolitical consideration,
especially the sources for oil in the Middle East and Central
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Asia, was the cause for bombing Afghanistan. There was also
the view, expressed to me by several Ambassadors—Muslim of
course—that the bombing was caused by something else. Now
we see the emergence of across-the-border-merchants who are
not tied to specific national perimeters. They have become inter-
national and hence they are not bent to any nation state. Be-
cause of this, the United States has to act in order to subdue
these people. This is one theory. But the most important thing
for us is that the September 11 tragedy was a reaction that caused
another reaction taken by the United States, the bombing of Af-
ghanistan.

These are two separate things, which are not directly con-
nected. Thus, the first thing is that we have to try to find the
reasons for that terrorist act in New York on September 11. We
have to do this seriously, not in the way it was done by the
United States who were loudly yelling about terrorism in a gen-
eralized way. I do not think they were right because different
people have different reactions to the phenomenon. Because of
this, we had a meeting several months ago here at the J.W. Marriot
Hotel in Jakarta with representatives from Islamic countries—
intellectuals, and people from various professions—who came
here especially for the occasion. The result was that we decided
to organize ourselves into a non-governmental association. We
called it, the Association of Individual Muslims (AIM). We had
a subsequent meeting about this in London last month, and we
would like to officiate this association in Senegal, maybe at the
end of this year.

The aims of this Association are to explain to the West and
to other countries—the so-called advanced countries—the real
situation in the Islamic World, and about Islam, because as was
related by Muslims living in America right after September 11,
2001 they now know how they feel being a minority because
they are treated badly in the United States. So, I think it is most
important to explain to advanced countries, especially to West-
ern ones, that Islam is actually an anti-terrorism religion, be-
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cause in Islam the use of violence is not condoned. The only
reason for Muslims to resort to violence—as described in the
Quran—is if they are evicted from their houses. At present, they
are in no way subdued or colonialized by other powers, and
thus they should not resolve their problems through violence.

Third, we should explain to our fellow Muslims that reac-
tions to developments in technology and science of course
different. To mention but one example. When Professor Samuel
Huntington came to Tokyo, I was also invited by the biggest
newspaper in the world, and we talked about the counter of
civilizations or clash of civilizations. I said to professor Hun-
tington,

You see the trees but not the forest or the forest not the trees.
You said that there is the clash of civilizations between the
Islamic world and the Western world, but please remember
that hundreds of thousands of Muslims study in the West ev-
ery year, among them those who support Western civiliza-
tion. And we took from you the fact that I now wear trousers
instead of a sarung to show that I took more from the West
than study alone. But of course we cannot be equal to the West
because, of course, we have our own traditions. So you see the
differences but not the similarities created by education when
thousands of Muslims, hundred thousands go to the West ev-
ery year. And you also use double standards in your treat-
ment of Islam and other civilizations. The double standard is
evident in your relating to orthodox Jewish groups in Jerusa-
lem who thought that on the Sabbath people should not work.
Because of that they threw stones at cars passing on that day,
because in the passing cars there are people working. But you
always said that, well they are dissimilar to us, but they are
still our children. So the use of double standards must be
stopped.

By that time, the former Prime Minister of Australia, Bob
Hawke, said, “Professor, I declare in boxing terms, you are de-
feated by your enemies”. That was the first time in my life, that
a discussion had a winner and a loser.

The fourth item I mentioned was that there are of course
actions that show Muslims using violence because they feel
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they are threatened. You know it is always important to remem-
ber that in reacting to the challenges of the modern world, Mus-
lims always resort to their own traditions with the result that
they feel that there are differences between their Islamic tradi-
tion and the Western tradition. But the reaction to that differ-
ence is sometimes violent, and sometimes not. This is what we
should remember. Hundreds and thousands of Muslims in so-
called Western states have resorted to their Holy Books and
Prophetic Traditions—the Quran and H {adi>ths—directly with-
out using any interpretation such as those developed through-
out the centuries. It is like this ‘a>lim, this man of religion, from
Pakistan during Benazir Bhutto’s days who came to my office
and said to me “please recite al-Fa>tiha for Pakistan”. I said,
“Why?” He said, “because they are led by a woman, and the
Prophet said that a community that is led by a woman will go
astray”. I said “well, that Hadi>ths was given by the Prophet in
the seventh or eighth century A.D. on the Arabian Peninsula. At
that time, society saw leadership in a personal way, in terms of
matters in their personal life. So a leader, especially a tribal
chief, had to find and distribute water for irrigation, had to wage
war, had to lead tours of commercial caravans to other coun-
tries, and had to do this and that, and all this needed strong
physical work. Because of that, women could not be leaders.
But now it is different.

Leadership has the agreement of a cabinet. The majority
counts. A cabinet always has to consider the acts of parliament.
The majority of the membership of parliament is male and par-
liament is overseen and observed by the Supreme Court, to check
whether they violate the constitution or not. And the Supreme
Court is all male, so I said, “what are you worrying about the
leadership of Benazir Bhutto?” He said to me “Ok, I understand
you, but please recite al-Fa>tih}a anyway”.

So you can see here that the reactions are different because
they do not quite develop the appropriate historical perspective
of things. Because the people are disappointed with the West,
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and especially those who failed in the competition against people
in the West such as Osama bin Laden, turn to violence. It is
important to explain this to Muslims at large.

The fifth thing to do is that we have to convince Muslims
and non-Muslims that the so-called humanitarian approach
and pluralistic way of thinking should be introduced to the
Muslim community everywhere. This is important because we
see now that people always say that Islam has something else,
something unique, not related to the so-called “West”. For me
those are all lies. For me, Islam, throughout history, has inter-
acted with other civilizations including the West. As the previ-
ous speaker put forward, in Islamic society, rights of minorities,
including non-Muslim ones, are protected. But how can we pro-
tect them if we do not understand them? This is important. In-
ter-religious dialogues should be encouraged as much as pos-
sible, especially among the Islamic community.

So these steps are, I think, the most important ones to be
taken after September 11, 2001, in order to face the reality that
we are different from the West but we are headed towards the
common goals of humanity, and the common goals of enlight-
enment. Democratic institutions should be established; it should
be introduced bit by bit to the Muslim community everywhere.
So, there is so much to do now to enlighten Muslims that we
need democracy, we need humanity, and we need progress as
well.

The traditions of our societies play an important role on this
matter. In the Middle East, there is no tradition of NGO activi-
ties. That is why—in the Middle East—if you are against the
government’s policy and the government is repressive like in
Egypt, you have no other choice but to say that you are against
the West. And if you are against the West in one issue, then you
are against the West in other issues as well, and against all
Western types of activities and manifestations. We have to in-
troduce the tradition of NGOs, real NGOs, because the so-called
NGOs in the Middle East, like al-Hilal, the Red Crescent—the
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Muslim equivalent of the Red Cross—are not really NGOs. The
President installs the chairman. The government does every-
thing just like in Singapore. So then we have to make sure that
there are differences between Islamic societies everywhere. The
traditions of NGOs are more apparent in this region, in South-
east Asia for example, while the NGOs in South Asia, such as
India and Pakistan are becoming so extreme that it is difficult to
talk to them. This is why different kinds of responses to factual
developments within communities should always be borne in
mind.

Back in 1998, I went to Japan at the invitation of the United
Nations University under the late Dr. Sudjatmoko. I was asked
to present some notions about the idea of Islamic Research. I
said that in Islamic Research we have to create so-called “area
studies” of the Islamic world. In my view, research is very im-
portant for Muslims. We should study them at length. One area
is the black African Sub-Saharan communities. They have their
own distinct Islamic civilization. Then we need to study North
Africa and Arab cultural, economic, political, and scientific tra-
ditions, as their cultures are very different. The third one is the
Turkish version or Afghan cultural manifestation. The fourth
one would be South Asia, or the area that encompasses Nepal,
Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh. The fifth would be
Southeast Asian Islam and the sixth would be the Muslim mi-
norities in technologically advanced countries, like the West.
So we should do things properly by conducting research in
area studies in Islam. This is very important since we cannot
talk without touching on the subject of a particular culture of
area.



Islam and the West
Post September 11, 2001

Juwono Sudarsono

The most frequently asked question after September 11 was:
what were the reasons for so much hatred against the United

States and the West among Al-Qaeda and its followers? The
answers have varied, depending on the educational background,
social standing and cultural perspective of the respondents
across the Muslim world.

As an Indonesian Muslim academic still influenced by pre-
Islamic values and with a training in contemporary Interna-
tional studies, my tentative answer would be: September 11,
2001, was in a sense an inevitable consequence of the combina-
tion of America’s overpowering role as the world’s real time
“24/7” superpower in all of its dimensions—political, economic,
military, scientific, cultural—and the unique combustible at-
mosphere of contemporary Middle East Political Economy.
American preponderance begets defiance most tellingly in most
Islamic societies whose governments often fail to address com-
prehensive political and economic reform. Anti-Americanism
is linked to the anger and desperation of the Muslim poor against
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established Muslim governments seen to be rampantly corrupt.
Fortuitous circumstances created the phenomenon of Osama

bin Laden whose virulently anti-American thrust is based on
his personal marginalization and ostracism by the Saudi royal
family and his particular view of Middle Eastern regional and
domestic politics since the early 1990s. I believe Bin Laden’s
personal psychological scars defined his main goal, which was
to fuel acerbic hatred against selected Arab governments—es-
pecially in Saudi Arabia and in Egypt—whom he saw as cor-
rupt, immoral, repressive, and essentially clients of United States
economic imperialism.

Bin Laden and his followers main objective was to polarize
the Islamic world of the umma, and further the cause of an Is-
lamic revolution in the Arab states allied to Western interests
but more generally throughout the world in order to regain the
moral high ground for what he believed was the interest of
Islam’s true believers. In fact, the United Stated was not the
prime target of his real objective; it was merely the modern idola-
try Hubal and most ubiquitously powerful “Christian” nation
which happened to support Arab leaders seen to be unbelievers
who had exploited and usurped power from the Muslim umma
in their respective countries.

The perpetrators and masterminds of the fatal hijacking of
the planes in New York and Washington were middle-class
Saudi and Egyptian nationals who saw their governments be-
ing hand-in-glove partners of the American “infidels” since
1981, made worse by recognizing and supporting Israel politi-
cally, military, and economically.

It is this symbolic “intra-Muslim” and “intra-Arab” ideo-
logical struggle which explains more cogently the September 11
phenomenon and which to my mind is more important than
analyses centering on the traditional notion of “challenge and
response” of Arnold Toynbee, the patronizing theme of “Islam
on the defensive” of Bernard Lewis, or the popular but mis-
placed the “clash of civilizations” of Samuel Huntington. Un-
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derstanding the ideological struggle “within political Islam” in
the Middle East, in Africa, and in Southeast Asia, I think, sheds
more light on September 11 than rehashing variations on the
theme of discord between Islam and the West.

In the contemporary world of the Middle East, leaders of the
Arab governments that for reasons of economic and military
strategy are perceived clients of the fulcrum of global idolatry
are despised by Bin Laden and his followers as hypocrites,
muna>fiqu>n. These leaders are also shrewdly demonized as those
who formally believed in Islam but reject its precepts after hav-
ing been corrupted by the greed and materialism of Western
“particularly American” economic interests.

Worse, they were branded as mere apostates, since they were
depicted as never having embraced “true” Islam in the first place.
Al-Qaeda ideology derives much of its precepts from the more
extremist of the Salafis, who believed in the imperative of the
return to the pure teaching of the Prophet. In the view of these
Salafis, all states with Muslims majorities must apply the shari>‘a
exclusively. Failure to adopt it would constitute idolatry.

These extremist versions of Islam maintain that it is the duty
of the purist to go on the path of jiha >d against those govern-
ments that do not adopt the shari>‘a as state identity and that
these despicable regimes should therefore be overthrown by vio-
lent means. In the “Declaration of war against the Americans”
on 1996, Osama bin Laden saw himself as having a common
cause with members of the Islamic Jiha>d in Egypt whose mem-
bers had been involved in the assassination of president Anwar
Sadat in 1981. Both groups viewed members of the Egyptian
government and the Saudi royal family as having renounced
Islam both by refusing to apply Al-Qaeda’s view of the shari>‘a
as the basis for political life and because of their dependence on
American economic patronage and military backing.

For us in Indonesia, events in the Middle East can resonate
quickly into our domestic situation. What happens to our broth-
ers and sisters in the Middle East may affect our future, politi-
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cally, economically, and even strategically. But the vast major-
ity of Indonesian Muslims believe that they can provide and
enrich the discourse and constructive dialogue about the need
for all members of the Islamic umma throughout the world to
adjust peacefully in coming to terms with contemporary Ameri-
can-dominated globalization.

Indonesia has had its share of Islamic extremist movements
in the 1950s and early 1960s that demanded immediate appli-
cation of the shari‘a in the Indonesian constitution. In fact, the
three Islamic parties, which presented similar claims for the
application of the shari>‘a, were defeated in the proceedings in
the annual session of Indonesia’s Assembly last month.

Indonesia believes strongly in the notion that Islam in Indo-
nesia can be enriched by our encounter with globalization and
through embracing a more liberal, tolerant, and inclusive inter-
pretation of the Quran. Indonesian Islam remains confident of
its syncretic blend with national and local traditions as well as
with healthy eclecticism with liberating values of foreign cul-
tures.

Most people in the Islamic community of Indonesia are con-
vinced that a robust and self-confident dialogue with the poli-
ties, economies, and cultures of the West as well as of the East
will enrich Indonesian Islam in peacefully coming to terms with
social problems and of the urgency to undertake comprehen-
sive economic and political reforms. Indonesia must undertake
stronger efforts to provide sustenance to the vast majority of the
poor—most of them Muslims—by providing basic human needs:
improved health-care, education, and employment. Only if In-
donesia provides greater social justice can Indonesian Islamic
scholars, academics, ulama, and members of civic societies de-
termine that post-September 11, 2001, mainstream Islam in In-
donesia will not be hijacked by a perverted ideology that re-
fuses to come to terms with the need to reshape a world vastly
different from the time of Islam’s birth so many centuries ago.
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Clash and Dialogue
in the New World of Noopolitik
(Globalized Knowledge Politics)

John O. Voll

Introductory Note

This is a preliminary study. The first obstacle to finding so
lutions in the search for a new world civilization is the

need to recognize that the usual conceptualizations are part of
the problem. In this paper, most of the effort has been to set a
framework for reconceptualizing the situation in which human-
ity finds itself. Obstacles and solutions need to be correctly ar-
ticulated before they can be understood and acted upon.

In a world filled with violence, famine, and disease, it is
important to ask: what are the obstacles and solutions in the
search for a new world civilization? In seeking answers, it is
equally important to think in terms of the actual existing condi-
tions of the contemporary world at the beginning of the twenty-
first century and not try to impose concepts and programs from
an earlier age. Reimposition of the concepts and structures of a
West-centered imperialist hegemony or nostalgic memories of
past ages of power and glory will not provide the answers needed
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for humanity in the new millennium.
The terrorist actions of September 11, 2001 are stark remind-

ers of the high stakes that are involved in trying to find solu-
tions to the major problems. The specific events and responses
highlighted the importance, within this broader global context,
of seeking understanding of the dynamics of relationships be-
tween Islam and the West. The interactions between the West
and Islam are an important part of the structure of contempo-
rary global affairs, and these interactions provide both obstacles
in the search for a constructive new ordering of world affairs
and possible lines of solutions. Without positive relations be-
tween Islam and the West, a constructive global network of
peoples and societies will not be possible.

Major lines of conflict and disagreement in the contempo-
rary world are sometimes defined in ways that make it more
difficult to find solutions to humanity’s problems. In more spe-
cific terms, such definitions may be obstacles to improved rela-
tions between Islam and the West. A number of critical issues
need to be defined in ways that reflect contemporary realities
rather than older images and concepts. In particular, it is im-
portant to recognize that a number of basic lines of conflict are
not as they are sometimes defined. The fundamental issues do
not involve having to decide whether or not to accept globaliza-
tion or modernity, or choosing between Islam and the West, or
deciding between a world of peace and a world of war. The
redefinition of each of these issues provides a way of building
better relations between Islam and the West and of approach-
ing the search for a new world civilization.

Clash of Globalizations

The protests in recent years against the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) and other international economic and finan-
cial institutions have brought to the world’s attention people
who are seen as opposed to globalization. Demonstrations
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against the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Seattle in 1999
are described as “the birthplace of the ‘backlash against global-
ization’”.1 Organizers of major demonstrations in Seattle and
elsewhere describe themselves as developing an “emerging al-
liance of progressive forces fighting globalization”2 and actions
in Seattle and Washington, DC, are described as “anti-global-
ization demonstrations” that were “remarkable victories for
grassroots activism”.3

Both supporters and opponents of the “anti-globalization”
actions present the situation in terms that assume that “the tide
of ‘globalisation’, powerful as the engines driving it may be,
can be turned back”.4 Some analysts put this into a longer his-
torical perspective of the ebb and flow of world trade in the past
three or four centuries, and argue that “although it is often said
today that globalization is irreversible, it proved very reversible
early in this [twentieth] century. After economic integration
reached a peak in the late nineteenth century, there was an as-
tonishing retreat after the First World War and especially after
the Great Depression”.5

These perspectives identify globalization as something that
can be chosen or rejected in general terms. However, this defini-
tion of globalization ties the term and the associated processes
with a particular aspect of contemporary globalization, the glo-
bal interconnections of market capitalism, with the critics argu-
ing that globalization is, “in essence, the capitalist exploitation
of weak nations”.6 Globalization is, however, a much broader
set of developments that has been abstractly defined as a “so-
cial process in which the constraints of geography on social
and cultural arrangements recede and in which people become
increasingly aware that they are receding”.7 Put in more direct
terms, globalization “implies greater connectedness and
deterritorialization”.8 In terms of its impacts on societies, glo-
balization is “the intensification of worldwide social relations
which link distant localities in such a way that local happen-
ings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice
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versa”.9

Globalization is an important part even of what has been
seen as reversals of globalization or anti-globalization. While
the Great Depression involved a retrenchment of capitalist eco-
nomic enterprises, the world historical phenomenon of the Great
Depression was a major global event that both illustrated and
increased the high level of globalization existing at that time.10

The “anti-globalization” attacks on major multinational corpo-
rations and institutions show a similar situation. “As Debra
Spar of the Harvard Business School points out, the activists
have globalised faster than the firms they target”.11 Even the
forces opposed to “globalization” have become effectively glo-
balized.

Rather than a choice between accepting or rejecting global-
ization, the major lines of tension involves a “clash of
globalizations”, representing conflict between advocates of dif-
ferent visions of globalized futures. In the opposition to the
Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) in 1998, for ex-
ample, one scholar described the clash “between the type of
globalization favored by investors and a newer type represented
by electronically networked global civil society actors who op-
pose economic globalization”.12 A different vision of clashing
globalizations presents a Manichean image of one mode of glo-
balization representing “universal intervention, unilaterally
decided by American leaders”, involving world domination by
the United States, in contrast to a second mode representing a
globalized chaos created by terrorist attacks, “humanitarian
disasters, or regional wars that risk escalation”.13 In this broader
context, terrorism is, in many important ways “a product of
globalization”14 and creates networks and organizations that
are as “global” as corporations like McDonald’s. This anarchic
matrix of global affairs is also a mode of globalization.

In the world of the “clash of globalizations”, jiha >d is as glo-
balized as McWorld.15 The particularist revolt of the Chechens
against the Russian “foreigners”, for example, has drawn
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Chechnya into the broader world of globalized jiha>d. Similarly,
the local Zapatista revolt in Chiapas in southern Mexico be-
came a part of the global network of groups supporting the eco-
nomically exploited. At the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the major modes of globalization that are in competition
create problems. The competition itself creates dangers on a glo-
bal scale. Benjamin Barber, who articulated the concept-
ualization of “Jihad vs. McWorld”, argues, “Neither jiha >d nor
McWorld promises a remotely democratic future. On the con-
trary, the consequences of the dialectical interaction between
them suggest new and startling forms of inadvertent tyranny
that range from an invisibly constraining consumerism to an
all too palpable barbarism”.16 Both globalizations create
ob0stacles in the efforts to create a constructive new global or-
dering. The challenge becomes finding ways to encourage the
modes of globalization that transcend the exploitations of the
material globalization and the violence of particularist fanat-
ics. This becomes a significant dimension of understanding the
relations between the West and Islam since often each of them is
simplistically identified with one of the clashing modes of glo-
balization, the West being identified with hegemonic capital-
ism and Islam with particularist fanaticism. A widespread ana-
lytical framework utilizing the concept of “civilization” strength-
ens these erroneous identifications.

Civilizations and Noopolitik

The world of clashing globalizations presents a challenge to
older conceptualizations of the nature of world interactions. It
involves transformations, both in concept and in practical af-
fairs, of the understanding of the nature of relations among fun-
damental units of human identity in the global arena. In par-
ticular, it represents a dramatic challenge to the concept-
ualization of world affairs as involving the relationships among
vast human entities called “civilizations”. Much of the analy-
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sis for understanding world history and international relations
for the past four centuries is built on the concept of “civiliza-
tions” and the new global conditions undermine the effective-
ness of that analysis. This type of analysis has been used in
recent years to describe the different modes of globalization.

Some have seen the mode of globalization that involves domi-
nation and hegemony as leading to and involving the “clash of
civilizations”. A contrasting mode of globalization has fre-
quently been described as the “dialogue of civilizations”. These
two visions of globalized interactions provided the basis for
much of the debate in the 1990s about the problems and pros-
pects of the emerging structures of global interactions. The “clash
of globalizations”, especially as it related to the relationships
between Islam and the West, took the form of a contest between
visions of a globalized world order based on a concept of the
inevitable “clash of civilizations” and visions based on the ne-
cessity of a globalized world order built on the “dialogue of
civilizations”.

Both of these clashing visions of globalization, however, are
based on a conceptualization of world affairs as involving the
interactions of “civilizations”. Basing the vision of the future
on the concepts of interactions of “civilizations” creates prob-
lems. In order to understand the obstacles in the way of creating
a positive new global order, it is necessary to understand the
structure of the “civilizational” perspective and how it creates
difficulties for understanding the contemporary situation.

In the “civilizational” analysis, a civilization is “the highest
cultural grouping of people and the broadest level of cultural
identity people have short of that which distinguishes humans
from other species”.17 There are key elements that define civili-
zations, but of “all objective elements which define civiliza-
tions… the most important usually is religion… To a very large
degree, the major civilizations in human history have been
closely identified with the world’s great religions”.18 In addi-
tion to the cultural-religious dimensions, civilizations had spe-
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cific geographic locations and territories. “Civilizations, vast or
otherwise, can always be located on a map”.19 Although civili-
zations may have shifting geographic and religious boundaries,
they are conceived of as being distinct historical entities. For
most accounts of world history, civilizations are the main unit
of analysis and the key to the story.

The civilizational narrative thus became a natural frame-
work for description and analysis of global interactions in the
modern world. It became especially important for interpreting
global relations in the era after the Cold War. Up to that point,
the major conflicts, even if global in terms of theater, had fre-
quently been wars fought by major powers within one civiliza-
tion, the West. However, the conflicts of European imperial ex-
pansion, the First and Second World Wars, and then the great
ideological clash between two Western ideologies in the Cold
War were all in the past by the 1990s. In this new phase of
world power politics, Samuel Huntington articulated a broad
framework: “the fundamental source of conflict in this new world
will not be primarily ideological or primarily economic… The
clash of civilizations will dominate politics. The fault lines be-
tween civilizations will be the battle lines of the future”.20

While there are a number of civilizations discussed in the
civilizational narrative of contemporary global conflict, “Islamic
civilization” is the one viewed as most involved in conflict.
Huntington asserted that “Islam has bloody borders”21 and ar-
gued, for example, against applying diplomatic pressure on
Russia for its suppression of the Chechens in 1999 because the
war in Chechnya was “one of many conflicts along the borders
of the great Islamic bloc stretching from Morocco to Indonesia”
and was “one front among many in the contemporary global
struggles between Muslim and non-Muslim peoples”.22

In this line of analysis, the emerging great clash of civiliza-
tions was seen most significantly as the conflict between Islam
and the West. This conceptualization was strengthened by a
tendency to identify “the West” with “modernity”. This identi-
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fication then envisioned problems of modernization in the Mus-
lim world as reflecting difficulties of Muslims’ relations with
the West in general and, especially, by the 1990s, the United
States in particular. In identifying the “roots of Muslim rage”,
Bernard Lewis noted, “the struggle of the [Islamic] fundamen-
talists is against two enemies, secularism and modernism… The
war against modernity… is directed against the whole process
of change that has taken place in the Islamic world in the past
century or more”.23 However, in this analysis, modernity is iden-
tified with the West in the historic global interactions, so Lewis
concludes that:

We are facing a mood and a movement far transcending the
level of issues and policies and the governments that pursue
them. This is no less than a clash of civilizations—the perhaps
irrational but surely historic reaction of an ancient rival against
our Judeo-Christian heritage, our secular present, and the
worldwide expansion of both.24

The clash in this analysis is not just a war with “fundamen-
talists”. It is a conflict between whole civilizations and reli-
gious traditions, as Huntington made clear: “The underlying
problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Is-
lam… The problem for Islam is not the CIA or the US Depart-
ment of Defense. It is the West”.25

This civilizational vision gives little attention to the profound
transformations created by the processes of globalization. In
this mode of analysis, the dynamics of world history in the
twenty-first century are described as being fundamentally the
same as in the past and are presented in a civilizational narra-
tive. In this view of history, civilizations rise and fall, and are
replaced by new dominant civilizations. “In such a perspec-
tive, cultural innovation is not and never has been the monopoly
of any one region or people… In every era of human history,
modernity, or some equivalent term has meant the ways, norms,
and standards of the dominant and expanding civilization”.26

Although modern Western civilization has the distinction of
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being “the first to embrace the whole planet, ... there have been
other dominant civilizations in the past; there will no doubt be
others in the future.27 In the description of events presented by
the “civilizational” analysts, for example, if appropriate changes
and reforms are completed in Middle Eastern societies, people
in the region “can once again make the Middle East, in modern
times as it was in antiquity and in the Middle Ages, a major
center of civilization”.28 In the end, regardless of globalization,
the future, from this perspective, is tied to regionally and reli-
giously separate civilizations that will interact and probably
inevitably clash as they have in the past. This is the old
civilizational story extended into the future with little hope of a
single “new world civilization”. The old civilizational narra-
tive denies the possibility of a single “world civilization” and it
is an obstacle to understanding the new global order that is in
reality emerging.

The “clash of civilizations” conceptualization provides little
to explain the dynamics of globalization other than to assert
that “the dominant civilization is Western, and Western stan-
dards therefore define modernity”,29 with the assumption being
that since globalization is an aspect of modernity, globalization
simply means the spread of Western domination in ways simi-
lar to other civilizational expansions. However, there are many
reasons for arguing that “the West” and “modernity” are not
the same.30 In the conditions of globalization of the past cen-
tury, “multiple modernities” developed when themes that were
initially couched in European terms found resonances in the
traditions of many world societies.31 Even extremist religious
and cultural fundamentalist movements develop their own
“modernities” as they “promulgate distinct visions of moder-
nity formulated in the terms of the discourse of modernity, while
attempting to appropriate modernity in their own terms”.32 The
creation of multiple modernities is the result of the profound
impact of globalization on both the West and the other pre-
modern traditions. It involves a major reorientation of perspec-
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tive. “The de-Westernization of modernity involves the grow-
ing diversification of the visions and understanding of moder-
nity, of the basic cultural agendas of different sectors of modern
societies, far beyond the homogenic and hegemonic visions of
modernity that were prevalent in the 1950s”.33

The new world of multiple modernities is not simply a new
version of civilizations in conflict in which there are “several
closed civilizations which constitute continuations of their re-
spective historical pasts and patterns”.34 Instead, a whole new
matrix of interacting modernities creates vast global networks
of contacts, involving the “greater connectedness and de-terri-
torialization” of contemporary globalization.35 These interact-
ing modernities have “undermined the old hegemonies” and
involve the “development of new multiple common reference
points and networks”.36 In this context, the old concepts of closed
civilizations interacting are irrelevant and can lead to danger-
ous misunderstandings of the nature of contemporary global
relationships.

Many observers have struggled to develop an appropriate
terminology for discussing the contemporary world of global-
ization and multiple modernities, in what might be thought of
as the “post-civilization” age.37 The key features of the current
world represent significant changes even in the concepts of in-
ternational relations. Increasingly it is recognized, as noted by
Jeffrey D. Sachs, that the world is “quickly shifting from a model
in which wealth was derived mainly from exploiting resources.
‘Most growth now comes from increased knowledge, not the
mining of nature.’”38 In strategic planning, there is recognition
“that ‘information’ and ‘power’ are becoming increasingly in-
tertwined. Across many political, economic, and military areas,
informational ‘soft power’ is taking precedence over traditional,
material ‘hard power’”.39 Although old style power politics are
not disappearing, new realities are changing the bases of power.
Politics and policies based on products of the mind (noos), that
is, “based on ideas, values, and ethics transmitted through soft
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power”, are the basis for a new mode of politics, noopolitik, which
contrasts with old style realpolitik (“politics based on practical
and material factors”).40 The key to power in the contemporary
world is knowledge and information. Viewing global relation-
ships within the framework of noopolitik provides a better hope
for understanding the obstacles and solutions for conflicts in
the emerging world order than is provided by the civilizational
paradigm. It is a world of the clashing globalizations and mul-
tiple modernities in a post-civilization era.

Religion and “Civilization” in the World of
Noopolitik

The heart of the new global relationships is the importance
of knowledge and information. Already in the 1950s, Peter
Drucker argued that humanity had entered a new, “post-mod-
ern” age in which “the foundation of power is knowledge”.41

By the 1990s, the implications of the great transformations were
becoming clear in the dynamics of globalization. In economic
terms, knowledge became “the only meaningful resource… The
traditional ‘factors of production’—land, (i.e., natural resources),
labor, and capital—have not disappeared, but they have be-
come secondary. They can be obtained, and obtained easily,
provided there is knowledge”.42 The fact that “knowledge has
become the resource… changes—fundamentally—the structure
of society. It creates new social and economic dynamics. It cre-
ates new politics”.43

Globalizations and the transformations of knowledge cre-
ate increasingly interactive networks of information and hu-
man relations. These vast networks have been described in terms
first used by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. As early as the 1920s,
Teilhard de Chardin discussed the formation in human history
of “an added planetary layer” outside of and interacting with
the geosphere and the biosphere which was “an envelop of
thinking substance, to which, for the sake of convenience and
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symmetry, I have given the name of the Noosphere” (from noos,
“mind”).44 In this sphere of knowledge, the “total of what is
known by the human race is far larger than the contents of any
one mind. Yet because of our capacity to communicate the sphere
of knowledge does act as a total system”.45 By the beginning of
the twenty-first century, the added density of communications
and information-creation and exchange resulting from the de-
velopment of computers and global electronic communications
networks has made the noosphere a vital and possibly central
part of world affairs. Noopolitik is the policy framework for
operating in the world of globalized knowledge networks, the
noosphere.

Distinctive cultural traditions are reflected in the variations
of the multiple modernities, but these traditions no longer rep-
resent separate, isolatable “civilizations”. In the middle of the
eighteenth century, the profound dynamics of the modern era
began the transformation of global human life. “Within one-
hundred and fifty years, from 1750 to 1900, capitalism and tech-
nology conquered the globe and created a world civilization.
Neither capitalism nor technical innovations were new; both
had been common, recurrent phenomena throughout the ages,
in West and East alike. What was brand new was their speed of
diffusion and their global reach across cultures, classes, and
geography”.46 This new “world civilization” was not the same
type of entity as a “civilization” as defined by scholars like
Huntington or used in the “civilizational narrative” of world
history.

The “world civilization” is not defined by specific religion,
ethnic tradition, or geographic location. It has been described
by Alvin and Heidi Toffler as a supercivilization, a general defi-
nition of a type of human society rather than particular examples
of that type. “A civilization is an entire, all-encompassing [par-
ticular]47 way of life; a supercivilization might be described as a
way of life that is shared widely across cultures, languages,
religions, ethnic groups, and states”.48 In human history, within
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this perspective, there have been two great supercivilizations or
transcultural lifestyles that have emerged and a third is now in
the process of emerging. The first great supercivilization pro-
vided the framework for the historic separate “civilizations”. It
began with the Agricultural Revolution (perhaps 10,000 years
ago) and was reshaped by the developments of urban style soci-
eties as the foundations for the separate “civilizations”. In the
past three or four centuries, this agrarian-urban way of life or
supercivilization faced the dramatic challenge of the new style
of society associated with the Industrial Revolution. The clash
and competition between the two supercivilizations became a
main theme in the early processes of globalization. By the late
twentieth century, it was clear that a third, new supercivilization
was emerging, based on the transformation of the power of
knowledge. To combine the conceptualizations of the Tofflers
and Teilhard de Chardin, the emerging “world civilization” of
the twenty-first century is the new supercivilization that repre-
sents the structures and networks of globalized knowledge, the
noosphere.

In this new world civilization, the great historic conflicts are
between the grand modes of human organizations, the
supercivilizations, not the remnants of the old “civilizations”
whose foundations were in the first, the agrarian-urban
supercivilization. The new supercivilization leaps over older
boundaries of physical geography and traditional civilizational
identities. People whose origins are in all of the different world
religions and old-style civilizations are on all sides of the new
identity boundaries and conflicts. As in the clash of the first two
supercivilizations, “the creators and inhabitants of this latest
supercivilization share more with one another, even at a dis-
tance, than with the members of the two older supercivilizations.
They may have more in common with an email contact in
Vancouver or Hong Kong than with the blue-collar worker next
door—let along the peasant left behind in one of history’s back-
water regions. Software moguls, investors, knowledge workers,
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scientists, computer gurus, entrepreneurs, and entertainment
providers—and the hackers and crackers who prey on them—
form the core of the new way of life”.49 One does not have to be
European or North American, Christian, Jewish, or Muslim, to
be a part of the new supercivilization; the old identifications are
not inherent in the new.

Relations between Islam and the West are an important part
of the noopolitik of this new world supercivilization. There are
conflicts and tensions as well as dialogue, but the most signifi-
cant dimensions are less related to the millennia-old structures
of Muslim-Christian relations than they are to the issues of in-
teractions between the modes of life represented by the two his-
toric and the newly emerging supercivilizations of global hu-
man experience. For almost a millennium and a half, Islam and
the West can be viewed as two civilizations interacting in con-
flict and dialogue. However, the new global conditions make it
essential to recognize that neither “Islam” nor “the West” are
simply two separate “civilizations”.

In the era of the agrarian-urban supercivilization, Islam pro-
vided the foundation for one of the regional specific “civiliza-
tions” of that era, along with other major particular civilizational
traditions, like China, India, and the European West. However,
by 1500 CE, “the world of Islam” extended far beyond the cul-
tural and geographic boundaries of the regional “Middle East-
ern-Islamic civilization”. Islam had become an important part
of other particular civilizations and non-urban societies stretch-
ing across the Afro-Eurasian landmass from West Africa through
the Balkans and Central Asia to China and the islands of the
western Pacific basin. Islam, as an historical entity, was no
longer simply the foundation for a separate regional civiliza-
tion; it had become a transcivilizational repertoire for expres-
sion of a wide variety of cultures within the frame of the Islamic
monotheistic tradition.50 It represented a significant alternative
world system to the capitalist world-system centered in West-
ern Europe described by Immanuel Wallerstein as developing
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in the early modern era.51 In the sixteenth century, it is possible
to speak of competing world systems in the age of the beginning
of globalizations. At the beginning of the modern era of global-
ization, there was already a clash of globalizations that tran-
scended the older interactions and conflicts among regional
particular civilizations.

Similarly, in this interaction, “the West” is also not func-
tioning in global interactions as a separate particular civiliza-
tion. One might see it, in Wallerstein’s terms, as a developing
world-system that was globalizing in nature. It was also, in
Toffler’s terms, the first large-scale human society to experience
the transformations of the emergence of the urban-industrial
supercivilization. Often the expansion of this second
supercivilization was misperceived as simply being a process
of the expansion of “Western civilization”, when, instead, tra-
ditional Western civilization may have been the first particular-
ist civilization to be dissolved by the globalizing forces of emerg-
ing global modernity. The “West” represents in modern history
not a “civilization” in the traditional terms; it is a developing
mode of society articulated in the terms and definitions, ini-
tially, of industrial modernity.

Understood in this perspective, the clashes and dialogues
between Islam and the West in the past two to three centuries
have not been clashes and dialogues of “civilizations”. Instead,
they represent the interactions of two transcivilizational opera-
tional modes and visions of societal and moral order in the
context of first, the globalization of the Industrial Revolution,
and now the globalization of knowledge or the emerging world
of noopolitik.

In the first of these sets of interactions, material dimensions
of human life and society were the most significant as the eco-
nomic and material foundations for the urban-industrial
supercivilization were being laid. Power was built on control of
material resources and capacity to mobilize physical force to
establish that control. Classically, in international relations, it
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was the world of the realpolitik of the Westphalian era, reach-
ing a climax with the European imperialist domination of the
world by the beginning of the twentieth century. In the emerg-
ing global industrial society, issues of control of the means of
production and justice in distribution of material wealth helped
to define the basic issues of conflict. Muslims and Westerners
fought over control of territory, resources, and wealth, while at
the same time, frequently cooperating in reforming and restruc-
turing social and political orders in the Muslim world. Both in
clash and in dialogue, these interactions were not simply inter-
actions between two separate “civilizations” that would main-
tain their distinct separateness, despite the interaction. The in-
teractions involved new modes of societal, economic, and po-
litical structures that were transforming societies in both the
West and the Muslim world.

In the emerging urban-industrial supercivilization, “there
developed a tendency to universal, world-wide institutional and
symbolic frameworks that have been new and practically unique
in the history of mankind”.52 This provided new ideologies both
for support of the new controlling institutions and for opposi-
tion to them. In this context, the older religious foundations for
worldviews seemed to be of decreasing importance. Analysts
could write, “the major transformation that has occurred con-
comitantly with modernity [i.e., the urban-industrial
supercivilization] has been the growing secularization of the
centers, the non-acceptance of the status quo of their contents or
symbols, and the spread of the assumption that these contents
and symbols can indeed be re-examined anew”.53

This seemingly inevitable “secularization” of modern soci-
ety opened the way for interpreting the relationships between
Islam and the West as a clash between Islam and modernity.
However, such interpretations misread the underlying dynam-
ics of the emergence of multiple modernities rather than a series
of carbon copies of Western-style industrial societies around
the world. “In the belief systems of societies undergoing a pro-
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cess of transformation in the modern era, tradition does not
represent a pole that is abandoned during the progressive move-
ment towards its opposite, but rather an element that plays dy-
namic and crucial roles in the very evolution of this process”.54

As a result, even in the interactions of Islam and the West in the
context of the globalization of urban-industrial society, it is pos-
sible to identify “multiple modernities” in which Islam and
Western-style modernity are complementary as well as com-
petitive.

The conflicts and syntheses of the global urban-industrial
supercivilization are themselves being transformed in the new
world context of noopolitik and globalized knowledge as the
base for power. Already by the early 1980s, it was apparent to
many analysts that the nature of relations both within emerg-
ing post-industrial societies and globally was changing signifi-
cantly. In the “old” politics, competition and conflict had in-
volved issues of material welfare, distribution of economic goods,
and those issues that had helped to create the twentieth century
welfare state. Scholars noted “the thematic change from ‘old
politics,’ which revolve around questions of economic, social,
domestic, and military security, to ‘new politics.’ This entails
problems of quality of life, equality, individual self-realization,
participation, and human rights”.55 Jürgen Habermas summa-
rizes the change: “The question is not one of compensations
that the welfare state can provide. Rather, the question is how to
defend or reinstate endangered life styles, or how to put reformed
life styles into practice. In short, the new conflicts are not sparked
by “problems of distribution”, but concern for the “grammar of
forms of life”.56 One important dimension in the rise of new
movements and awareness in the late twentieth century was
“the emergence of new value priorities” and the recognition
that “postmaterialist values underlie many of the new social
movements”.57 These values represent a significant change in
value priorities. “In the takeoff phase of industrial revolution,
economic growth was the central problem. The postmaterialists
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who have become increasingly numerous in recent decades
place less emphasis on economic growth and more emphasis
on the non-economic quality of life. … It is not that the
postmaterialists reject the fruits of prosperity—but simply that
their value priorities are less strongly dominated by the impera-
tives that were central to early industrial society”.58

While much of this analysis began with the examination of
the transformations of Western industrial societies, it reflects
the broader transformations of the emergence of the knowledge
society and the global dynamics of noopolitik. In both the West
and in many other parts of the world, especially the world of
Islam, the new dynamics reflect what is commonly called the
“resurgence of religion” in general and the “resurgence of Is-
lam” in particular. Throughout history, it has been “religion”
that has been the key in defining the “grammar of the forms of
life”. In an information-knowledge age “that emphasizes the
primacy of ideas, values, norms, laws, and ethics”,59 it is not
surprising that “religion” is seen as having a crucial role in
defining policy and action alternatives.

Religion becomes an important dimension of the clashes and
dialogues of noopolitik. However, this does not involve the old-
style interactions of civilizations, each of which are somehow
defined by “a religion”. In an era when knowledge is the base of
power and competition is in a context post-materialist priori-
ties and the broadest clash is between supercivilizations, not
“civilizations”, the role of “religion” is also changed. Some of
the most important clashes are within “religious traditions”
and some of the most important syntheses and cooperation cross
old religious boundaries. In every society, those trying to main-
tain an exclusive mode of defining priorities and who demand
hegemonic control for a particular mode of societal operation
are in constant conflict with those who recognize the necessity
of an open, pluralist set of priorities for a healthy world order in
the age of knowledge and noopolitik.
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Islam and the West: Dynamics of Noopolitik

In a world of multiple modernities and the clash of
globalizations, it is clear that “knowledge, more than ever, is
power”.60 There are clashes and conflicts but they are not be-
tween civilizations; they are between alternative visions of or-
ganizing and controlling information. In these clashing visions,
one of the most important lines of division is between those
who argue within the framework of old-style realpolitik and
those operating conceptually within the framework of
noopolitik. In this context, realpolitik, in international relations
“may be defined as a foreign-policy behavior based on state-
centered calculations of raw power and the national interest,
guided by a conviction that might makes right”.61 Noopolitik, in
contrast, is “foreign policy behavior and strategy for the infor-
mation age that emphasizes the shaping and sharing of ideas,
values, norms, laws, and ethics. Noopolitik is guided more by a
conviction that right makes for might, than the obverse”.62 In the
world of information-power, the structure of effective operational
units is changing. The “information revolution is impelling a
shift from a state-centric to a network-centric world”.63

In this vast interacting global noosphere, the generic dis-
tinction between “Islam” and “the West” is one of increasing
irrelevance, except in the minds of religious fundamentalists
and old-fashioned realpolitik pundits. In broad terms, the con-
flicting globalizations of the new world supercivilization rep-
resent two unlikely and often unconsciously allied formations
of forces.

In both the Muslim world and the West, perceived in non-
territorial and non-civilizational terms, there are vigorous and
sometimes violent advocates of exclusivist and hegemonic
modes of globalization. Among these groups there is an uncon-
scious, shared consensus that Islam and Christianity or Islam
and the West are mutually exclusive and that any effort to see
commonalities reflects the seductive evil of relativist modernity.
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To a remarkable degree, more radical fundamentalist Christian
clerics like the Reverend Franklin Graham and older, established
Islamic fundamentalist groups provide support for each other’s
views by emphasizing the alleged evil of recognition of com-
monalities. This exclusivist view emphasizes the need for ho-
mogeneity in culture and society and actively opposes trends
toward diversity and pluralism both in domestic and global
contexts. This position also tends to perceive the structures of
human society in relatively hierarchical terms and is state-cen-
tric both in program and concept.

This is especially true among Muslim fundamentalists, who
frequently articulate their programmatic goals in terms of the
establishment of an “Islamic state” and see the state as the
agency for implementation and enforcement of “Islamic Law”.
In many ways this state-centric vision represents the adoption
of the Western conceptual model that these Muslim groups
claim to be opposing. These exclusivist visions are not conser-
vative; they actively seek to transform social and global reali-
ties. They are not anti-modern in the old Luddite sense of desir-
ing and working for a return to medieval conditions and per-
ceptions. They have a reshaped vision of modernity, which pro-
vides the basis for their programs of action aimed at creating a
homogeneous world defined by their exclusivist ideology. Glo-
balization provides the inspiration for the hope of the conver-
sion of all of humanity to the particular faith that grounds the
specific exclusivist vision.

The alternative vision for the new world society is inclusivist,
recognizing the strength and power of multicultural syntheses
in the contexts of modern experience. No single “traditional”
worldview (or modern universalist political ideology) is seen
as providing the necessary vision. Many recognize that society
in the urban-industrial supercivilization is both organization-
ally and intellectual diverse. In the 1980s, Bassam Tibi, for ex-
ample, argued that the “industrialization of a society means the
functional differentiation of its social structures, and for its sys-
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tem of religion this means secularization”.64 However, secular-
ization, as understood by Tibi, was different from the process
normally described by advocates of old-style modernization
theory. In his view, “secularization does not mean the abroga-
tion of religion, because in a functionally differentiated system
religion merely takes on social significance of a different nature
and thus maintains meaning”.65 While this type of vision op-
poses the fundamentalist vision of specific religions (whether
Islam or Christianity) as necessarily hegemonic in their par-
ticular forms, it recognizes that “industrial society… is not in
contradiction to the preservation of religion as an ethic”.66 In
this broader framework, an inclusive openness becomes a cru-
cial characteristic of the vision that is the alternative to that of
the fundamentalists.

The exclusivist and inclusivist visions deserve much fuller
description and analysis. They each represent highly diverse
groupings of peoples, movements, and conceptualizations. In
the emerging world ordering of the twenty-first century, how-
ever, they also represent two relatively clear and competing
modes of globalization. They represent the alternative core vi-
sions of the clash of globalizations. This, and not the so-called
“clash of civilizations” is the crucial conflict of the coming era.
Modernity has the potential for creating absolutist authoritar-
ian regimes and social orders, as well as pluralist democratic
ones. The emerging “multiple modernities” of the contempo-
rary world are not just defined by different, longstanding cul-
tural traditions. There is also the more generic multiplicity,
which divides modernities into authoritarian modernities and
pluralist modernities.

This context provides an important framework for consider-
ation of the obstacles and solutions in the search for a new
world “civilization”. The choice is not between having a glo-
balized world order or not. The alternatives are rather, whether
that emerging world order of the twenty-first century will be
primarily conflictual, authoritarian, and violent or will be a more
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inclusive, pluralist, and constructive. The “obstacles” and “so-
lutions” must be viewed within that framework.

Obstacles and Solutions in the Emerging World
Order

The dynamics of noopolitik create challenges for the devel-
opment of a constructive and non-violent world order. Often
people have an unrealistic vision that a “world civilization” is
inevitably positive and the emergence of the noosphere means
an end of really significant conflict. Similarly, it is often assumed
that “soft power” is inevitably benevolent power. However,
noopolitik is a method and framework, not content for program.
Knowledge can be used to control and suppress peoples as well
as to free them.

Important changes are taking place in the nature of conflict
itself in the global arena. “The information revolution is alter-
ing the nature of conflict across the spectrum. … As the informa-
tion revolution deepens, the conduct and outcome of conflicts
increasingly depend on information and communications”.67

The structure of actors and the nature of conflicts take new
forms. “Information-age threats are likely to be more diffuse,
dispersed, multidimensional nonlinear, and ambiguous than
industrial age threats”.68 Increasingly, the network organiza-
tional format is becoming the most effective structure for mobi-
lizing power in the age of knowledge-based power.

The stark tragedy of the acts of terrorist destruction on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, emphasizes the importance of recognizing the
realities of the changing nature of conflicts. In the conflict of
which the 9-11 actions were a part, there is “a major confronta-
tion between hierarchical/state and networked/non-state ac-
tors”.69 In the clash of globalizations, the destruction of the
World Trade Center showed that the exclusivists, utilizing the
methods of violence, had already gone beyond the old-style con-
flict methods of state-supported terrorism and are capable of
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effective action in the era of noopolitik.
In at least one important dimension, a major obstacle to a

constructive world order is the effectiveness of exclusivist ter-
rorists in engaging in “netwars” as a strategy in the world of
noopolitik. Analysts of “netwars” suggest that there are “five
levels of theory and practice that matter: the technological, so-
cial, narrative, organizational, and doctrinal levels. A netwar
actor must get all five right to be fully effective”.70

From the perspective of the relations between Islam and the
West, the “narrative” level is of great importance. The major
visions of the future involve significant narratives that identify
the foundations for legitimacy and the inspiration for actions.
In the noopolitik of netwars, networks “are held together by the
narratives, or stories, that people tell. The kind of successful
narratives that we have in mind are not simply rhetoric… In-
stead, these narratives provide a grounded expression of
people’s experiences, interests, and values”.71 Narratives pro-
vide the ways that people, movements, and governments frame
their methods and goals. As the narratives are articulated, they
utilize repertoires of images and symbols from within the expe-
riences of the target audiences.72

In the current clashes of globalizations and modernities, the
competing narratives are based on the available repertoires of
mobilization. “Particular groups have a particular history—
and memory—of contentious forms. Workers know how to strike
because generations of workers struck before them; Parisians
built barricades because barricades are inscribed in the history
of Parisian contention; peasants seize the land carrying the sym-
bols that their fathers and grandfathers used in the past”.73 It is
not surprising that in the conflict of which the destruction of the
World Trade Center is part the combatants would present nar-
ratives framed in the familiar repertoires. In the current conflict,
“at the narrative level, there is a broad contention of Western
liberal ideas about the spread of free markets, free peoples, and
open societies versus Muslim convictions about the exploitative,
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invasive, demeaning nature of Western incursions into the Is-
lamic world”.74 This is not, however, a clash of civilizations nor
a conflict between medieval and contemporary mindsets;75 it is
part of the conflicting narratives seeking to define the nature of
relations in the emerging global order.

The real clash is between those modes of policy and action
demanding an exclusivist resolution to conflict and the more
pluralist modes that are shaped by the demands for openness
in the new world where knowledge is power. This is a world in
which “soft power” is of increasing importance, with “soft
power” being “the ability to achieve desired outcomes in inter-
national affairs through attraction rather than coercion”.76 Uti-
lizing soft power in the current globalized context means to be
able to present a narrative vision of the world’s future that can
appeal to a global rather than simply a particular cultural or
societal audience.

“Solutions” come when the narratives themselves are inclu-
sive. Some analysts note that the “new political and technologi-
cal landscape is ready-made for the United States to capitalize
on its formidable tools of soft power, to project the appeal of its
ideals, ideology, culture, economic model, and social and po-
litical institutions”.77 However, reducing tensions in the rela-
tions between Islam and the West in the new global context will
need to go beyond having the United States project the appeal of
its ideals. This simply puts one local narrative in competition
with another local narrative, that of extremists like Osama bin
Laden who use the repertoire familiar to Muslims of the world
to present a narrative of necessary militant jiha >d.

The soft power narrative of the United States has substantial
global appeal. However, in the netwar against terrorism, the
most effective soft power narrative will be one that brings to-
gether inclusive visions from both the West and the world of
Islam and rejects exclusivist visions of both Western and Mus-
lim origins. This will require a major effort to transcend the
immediate clashes by engaging in real dialogue. Such dialogue
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demands that those seeking solutions recognize their allies
across the older civilizational boundaries.
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The Clash of Ideologies:
Secularism versus Islamism

M. Amin Abdullah

The history of humanity has already entered its third millen
nium since the birth of Jesus Christ. Much progress has

been achieved: more luxurious facilities have been added, more
computer and digital equipment have been invented, and more
mobile transportation has been refined. Nevertheless, human
beings suffer and are seriously perplexed by the violence they
experience in their daily life, such as conflicts among ethnic
groups, clashes between religious affinities, quarrels between
neighboring countries, wars between nations, and unfair rival-
ries between East and West increasingly become the headlines
of regional, national, and international electronic media and
daily newspapers. What is the destiny of humanity living on
this planet in this new millennium? Will it survive until the end
of the third millennium? What should be done to minimize and
reduce violence and to defend the dignity of humanity?

Events in Yugoslavia and the former Soviet Union in the
early 1990s and recently the attack on the World Trade Center
in New York on September 11, 2001, remind people that prob-
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lems of identity are not limited to the Middle East, Africa, or
Southeast Asia. Is there one single country where the problems
of multiple identities have been thoroughly and permanently
solved? Canada, the United States, Europe, Great Britain would
all have difficulty making such a claim. The clash between cul-
tural identities and political order, both national and interna-
tional, has been sharpest in the third world and in predomi-
nantly Muslim countries. The reasons for this lie embedded in
the history of Islam and in the history of the West. This interna-
tional seminar on Islam and the West one year after September
11 would have all of us understand these histories as a means
towards reconciling the universal with the particular, the one-
ness of human experience with the diversity of beliefs and iden-
tities that constitute the modern world.

For that purpose, it is not sufficient in the post-colonial era
to maintain a dichotomous way of thinking, using concepts
such as Western and non-Western, familiar and alien, us and
them, modern and primitive, modernity and traditionality, Is-
lam and Christianity, developed and underdeveloped, North-
ern and Southern, and so forth.1 This dichotomous thinking is
the source of much of the the sufferings and difficulties we face
in our present-day world. To reduce them and to be more hu-
mane, we need to study Eastern and Western culture simulta-
neously. If we do not, cultural, religious, ethnic, and racial preju-
dice will be sustained which will endanger the sustainability of
human life on this small planet forever.

As we know from world history, the West knows the East. It
co-opted and dominated it through exchange trade and politi-
cal intervention during the time of imperialism and colonial-
ism, and also from its social–anthropological scientific approach
through Oriental studies. It is time now for the East to study the
West not in the same way as the West did, but from a critical
and humanistic social scientific approach through Occidental
studies. The new world civilization after September 11 should
not constitute separate cultural entities such as between the
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East and the West, or the domination of the West over the East
as is presently the case. Furthermore, this new world civiliza-
tion should not use the jargon of “globalization” awareness
and sensitivity as its fundamental mode of thought. This new
world civilization should prefer to use the cultural term “co-
existence” between nations, religions, ethnicities, and races. In
this way, Orientalism and Occidentalism should not treated as
separate entities as we do academically and culturally today,
but as a single coin with two sides.

In the era of “co-existence” the way of thinking that should
be promoted is what people in religious studies mean by say-
ing: “to be religious today is to be inter-religious”. By the same
token, to be Western or Eastern today means to be fully con-
scious of the intricate interplay between West and East in all
fields of life: religiously, economically, socially, culturally, sci-
entifically, and technologically.

The ideology of “globalization” as is widely and strongly
promoted by Western countries today tends to repeat the logical
and cultural fallacy of the former heydays of colonialism and
imperialism by using competitiveness, rigidity, exclusiveness,
dominant interests, hierarchy, conflict, and win-lose scenarios
as its primary parameters to deal with, and to treat other na-
tions and countries, while the ideology of “co-existence” —sug-
gested to be a new worldview in the new world civilization—
emphasizes the need for mutual understanding, reciprocity, co-
operation, suppleness, inclusiveness, symmetry, transformation,
and win-win scenarios.2

Secular Globalization

Ever since the Renaissance increasing devotion to secular-
ity, rationality, and universalistic ideals has marked the history
of the West.3 Despite countercurrents of romanticism, nihilism,
and postmodernism, the West continues to propose a single,
rational way of organizing the economy (the market), a single
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way of organizing the polity (liberal-democratic), and a single
way of doing science (empirical).

The intricate interplay between economy, polity, and sci-
ence is expertly shown in the age of information technology by
using the term “globalization” as the new ideology, or the new
religion if you like. Globalization, as it is formulated and pre-
sented today, is an invention of the North Atlantic countries,
and the rest of the world can take it for granted that it is in-
tended to enrich them further and enhance their domination of
the world. They already dominate the world, of course, but they
want to strengthen that domination to ensure that they will not
be successfully challenged by the big East Asian countries let
alone by the weak Muslim countries.

The dangerous and disastrous impact of rationalization and
secularization in the area of international relations and politics
is very obvious. Although American laymen citizens are rela-
tively religious,4 their political leaders are secular in the real
meaning of the word. They are very proud for being called pro-
ponents of “liberalism”, but they are insensitive to sustain the
dignity of the human race and human beings in general.

Every American president since Franklin Roosevelt has re-
garded acts of war as the equivalent of “rites of passage”.
Roosevelt was inevitably embroiled in the Second World War,
Harry Truman helped to initiate the Korean War; Dwight
Eisenhower  ended the Korean War but started planning for  the
Bay of Pigs operation on Cuba, John F. Kennedy unleashed the
Bay of Pigs operation and helped to initiate the Vietnam War;
Richard Nixon bombed Cambodia;  Gerald Ford sent marines
in a disagreement with Cambodia over the US cargo-ship,
Mayaguez; Jimmy Carter attempted to thwart the Iranian revo-
lution and paid heavily for it; Ronald Reagan perpetrated acts
of war in Lebanon, the Caribbean, Libya and in shooting down
a civilian airliner in the Persian Gulf; Bill Clinton led military
action against Yugoslavia over Kosovo and bombed Sudan and
Afghanistan; George W. Bush has already inherited a decade of
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bombing Baghdad and subsidizing half a century of Israeli mili-
tarism against Palestinians. Now this younger Bush is about to
embark or what he calls a “crusade against terrorism”.5

The commander-in-chief has to “act presidential”. The po-
litical constituency celebrates warrior-presidents. Heads of State
shoot up in popularity with acts of war. And yet the United
States hardly ever calls these engagements “acts of war”. Even
the war in Vietnam, which cost nearly sixty thousand Ameri-
can and millions of Vietnamese lives, was never officially de-
clared by the United States. America needs to find more “rites of
passage” for its leaders, particularly their political ones. The
warrior president does not call his own military action jiha>d,
but the rhetoric of “patriotism” used is not really different from
the rhetoric of “piety”.

Terrorism is getting globalized, but the definition of an “act
of war” is not. Its definition is still highly selective, depending
upon the power of the perpetrator or the status of the victim. For
the immediate future it may also depend upon making sure that
Osamaphobia does not degenerate into Islamophobia.

A Totalistic Islamism

The Islamic movement has developed over half a century,
beginning more or less in 1940. Concepts have of course evolved,
historical circumstances have changed, and splits and differ-
ences have brought diversity. Nevertheless, there is a concep-
tual matrix and a sociological base common to all groups.

According to Oliver Roy, seen from a sociological as well as
from an intellectual point of view, the Islamist movements are
products of the modern world. The militants are rarely prod-
ucts of religious learning institutions. They are young products
of the modern educational system, and those who are public
university educated tend to be more scientific than literary; they
come from recently urbanized families or from the impoverished
middle classes.
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Islamists consider Islam to be as much a religion as an “ide-
ology”, and it is a neologism, which they introduced, and which
remains anathema to the `ulama>’ (the clerical scholars). They
received their political education not in religious schools but in
college or university campuses, where they rubbed shoulders
with militant radical left wings, whose concepts they often bor-
rowed (in particular the idea of revolution) and injected with
Quranic terminology. For them taking control of the state will
allow for the spread of Islam in a society corrupted by western
values, and for the simultaneous appropriation of science and
technology. They do not advocate a return to what existed be-
fore, as do fundamentalists in the strict sense of the word, but a
re-appropriation of society and modern technology based on
politics.6

The claim of contemporary Islamist movements is that rea-
son must be subordinate to faith. The contemporary resurgence
of Islam—whether on the West Bank or in Iran, Algeria, or
Egypt—follows not from the reformist premise of the incompat-
ibility of Islam with Western reason but from the initial rejection
of reason in the name of faith and the subsequent embrace of
reason as a tool for confirmation, clarification, and administra-
tion of that faith. The hidden premise in much Islamist thought
is their appeal for an explicit rejection of Western-centeredness
and its replacement with a new, more rigorous, less tolerant
version of Islam-centeredness. They presume to know who is or
is not a “true Muslim” (the late president of Egypt, Anwar al-
Sadat, and the late Shah of Iran from the part of politicians, and
Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid from the part of Muslim scholars do not
qualify as Muslims in their view), claiming a monopoly on truth.7
Westerners and all those who would continue to espouse either
Western ideas or diverse views of Islam are relegated to the
margins. For some groups, no Muslim is a “true Muslim” who
does not seek to fight against “false” Muslims. This tyranny of
fight is no more acceptable than the tyranny of reason. What is
the origin of this belief?
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It is in the contemporary quest for the “Islamic State” that we
find the demise of the humanitarian spirit of Islam. Islam is an
integrative worldview: that is to say, it integrates all aspects of
reality by providing a moral perspective on every aspect of hu-
man endeavor. Islam does not provide ready-made answers to
all human problems; it provides a moral perspective within
which Muslims must endeavor to find answers to all human
problems. However, Islamist movements have made the funda-
mental error of perceiving Islam as a “totalistic ideology”; and
the pursuit of this ideology in the form of an Islamic State is
supposed to provide solutions to all the problems Muslim soci-
eties are faced with. Indeed, in the pursuit of Islam the Islamic
State has itself become an ideology. The Iranian State is clearly
based on this assumption.8 The reduction of the worldview of
Islam to an ideology is, of course, a form of secularization. Once
Islam, as an ideology, became the program of action of a vested
group, it lost its humanity and became a battlefield where rea-
son and justice were readily sacrificed on the altar of emotions
and communalisms.

This ideology is the antithesis of Islam. It is an enterprise of
suppression and not a force for liberation. Ideology ensures that
mistakes and errors are perpetuated; Islam requires an open
attitude where mistakes are freely admitted and efforts are made
to correct them. Islam is not, and cannot be, molded into ideo-
logical boundaries.9 The transformation of Islam into an ideol-
ogy has had dire consequences for Muslims. The totalitarian
version of Islam-as-a-state has transformed into metaphysics;
in such an enterprise, every action can be justified as “Islamic”
by the dictates of political expediency. It is not just Westerners
who distrust and are alarmed by such a vision; it also disturbs
enlightened Muslims.

The theological distrust of Muslims by Westerners or Chris-
tians concerns not so much the fundamental sources of Islam,
the Quran, and the Sunna, but the judicial interpretation of the
sources—fiqh, or classical jurisprudence. The legalistic ruling
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of the classical ima >ms, and their associated schools of thought,
were space and time bound. However most islamist movements
relegate this obvious reality.

The term fiqh, in its technical sense of jurisprudence, was
not popular before the Abbasid period. The early formulation of
fiqh was focused more on the practice of faith than on questions
of jurisprudence. This can be proved by an examination of such
works as al-fiqh al-akbar attributed to Imam Abu Hanifah (d. 150
AH), which deals exclusively with the basic tenets of Islam rather
than with legal questions. There is nothing wrong with this
aspect of fiqh, which focuses on matters of belief, prayer, and
ritual. However, when fiqh assumed its systematic legal form
during the era of the Abbasids, it incorporated three vital as-
pects of Muslim society of that period. At that time, Muslim
history was in its expansionist phase, and fiqh incorporated
that era’s logic of imperialism. The fiqh rulings on apostasy, for
example, derive not from the Quran but from this logic. More-
over, the world was simple and could easily be divided into
black and white: hence the division of the world into Da>r al-
Isla >m and Da>r al-H}arb.

What this means in reality is that when fiqh is applied in
contemporary society, it throws up the contradictions which
were inherent in its formulation and evolution. And the appli-
cation of fiqh legislation out of the context of its time and out of
step with ours, gives Muslim societies a “medieval” feel.

It is the post-Abbasid formulation of fiqh that has given rise
to Christian and Western-in-general distrust of Muslims. It is
here that the prejudices and biases of the expansionist age of
Islam make their mark. Ibn Taimiyya, for example, recognizes
that non-Muslims living in a Muslim country enjoy the protec-
tion of their rights as enshrined in the Quran and Sunna. But he
adds his own view to the shari>‘a injunctions and advises Mus-
lims to “humiliate them (the Christians), but to do no injustice
to them”. Given Ibn Taimiyya’s stature, such a view can easily
become part of the Islamic tradition, which is now vehemently
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defended by pious Muslims. But humiliating non-Muslims is
not the only violation of their rights that has become part of
post-Abbasid fiqh.10

The solution for such anomalies lies in distinguishing be-
tween shari>‘a, Islamic Law and fiqh as three distinct entities.
Shari>‘a is a set of regulations, a set of principles, a set of values,
which provides the Muslim community with eternal guidance.
Basically, these principles and values can be grasped and ap-
preciated intellectually by all human beings regardless of their
nation, religion, race, and ethnicity. Islamic Law is what the
Muslim community derives from the shari>‘a. In this particular
sphere, one nation can be different from the other in conceptual-
izing, explicating, and executing its own specific law. Fiqh is
what the classical Muslim jurists derived from the shari>‘a as
appropriate laws for the time in which they lived.

A Muslim community, especially its scholars, needs to ex-
plore other possible alternatives, to evolve a new contemporary
Islamic tradition, a fiqh of our time, that treats the fundamental
sources of Islam, the Quran, and the Hadi >th, as an integrated
whole.11 Only the evolution of a body of Islamic Law that re-
flects the demands and the needs of our time would put West-
ern and Christian distrust of Muslims permanently to rest.

Toward a Solution? Peace Journalism in the Era of
Globalization

These hurdles add to the obstacles that both Westerners and
Muslims have to overcome if they are to survive as dignified
human beings and to cooperate in any meaningful joint ven-
ture. Both sets of cultures have to work hard to overcome the
impasse of their respective histories and traditions, and both
have to recognize that mutual respect means that each group
inside the country has the right to be described, and under-
stood, in terms of its own cultural concepts and categories. Both
groups have to fight the imperialism of their own traditions and
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move from servile conformity and apathetic non-commitment
to a position where their worldviews are adoptative rather than
ossified in a particular historic location. Western Christianity
must end its marriage with secularism, and Islam needs to re-
cover its lost humanity.

Nevertheless, what comes to mind in confronting the chal-
lenge of globalization is the role of the media, whether elec-
tronic or otherwise, in constructing and formulating the image
and the public opinion about the West and Islam as separated
cultural entities.

In Asia and in Arab countries, Western values and
lifestyles—communicated via mass media—prove to be increas-
ingly popular, so much so that there is a strong indication that
their own cultural identity is in danger. According to their per-
ception the Islamic world is about to lose its identity through a
transformation heading to Western concepts of life and values
through media. In that context, the September 11 attacks on the
US and the military intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq today
have given many people in the world some reasons to redefine
their position—often based on religious beliefs.

The re-embedding of cultural identities within local contexts
has led—as we can see in Indonesia and many other areas—to
the instrumental use of religion, in particular as a political in-
strument to mobilize voters, communicated through the media.
Especially in times of crisis, many local media put their stakes
on mobilizing the masses instead of seeking inter-cultural and
inter-religious dialogue and mutual understanding and coop-
eration. Serious complaints have also been addressed to the
Western media by the Muslim world and vice versa. Since the
media serves society, with self-observation, they can easily be
used as propaganda tools to mobilize the masses for political
purposes. On the other hand, the media could also contribute to
the de-escalation of ethnical, cultural, and religious conflict.
Within the global context, new approaches on media and con-
flict resolution—such as peace journalism—should be widely
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and intensively discussed as an integral part of the comprehen-
sive solutions in the new world civilization to come.
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Dialogue among Civilizations: In Search
of a Just and Pluralistic World Order

Bassam Tibi

To conclude our common effort for bridging civilizations I
propose to use Jürgen Habermas’ “The Philosophical Dis-

course of Modernity” as a compass. As a Muslim I learned from
him to call terms and concepts first into question before adher-
ing to them. Other co-panelists talk about obstacles and solu-
tions and see themselves committed to the search for a new
“world civilization”. The question at hand is, does such a thing
as “world civilization” exist? And if so, what does it consist of?
Is it global? Or is it only a vision as a cause of wishful thinking?

At this point I shall follow my co-panelist Mahmoud who
said we should “start with the facts”. He is a student of religion.
I am a student of social science, but in this point we fully agree
with each other. I am a secular Muslim who distinguishes be-
tween faith and knowledge, whereas Mahmoud is a scriptural
Muslim. He is nevertheless reasonable and therefore we are in a
position to reach an agreement in first looking at the facts. Now,
what are the facts? Is a world civilization a fact?

Historically speaking the first world civilization in
mankind’s history is the civilization of Islam. When studying
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Roman civilization we find that it was a Mediterranean civili-
zation. If one deals with Chinese civilization it is clear that it
was restricted to a geographical area. Only a civilization that
claims to be valid for the entire world can be considered a “world
civilization”. In this understanding Islam is the very first world
civilization that has existed. In fact, the first globalization that
took place in history was the one launched by Islam in the sev-
enth century. Some people consider globalization as a Western
ideology and falsely restrict it to American hegemonial politics.
Based on the assumption that any model implemented on the
entire globe is an indication of globalization, the successful
spread of Islam from the seventh until the sixteenth century
was the first project of globalization in world history.

In terms of history then the first world civilization was the
civilization of Islam. As a religion Christianity is older than
Islam. It is a fact that Christianity has a universal face but the
spread of the religion itself did not fit into the pattern of global-
ization. Some argue that Christians involved themselves in the
crusades but the crusades were just battles to conquest Jerusa-
lem, not the entire world. When Muslims from Damascus went
to the Caliph of Baghdad asking for help against the crusaders,
the Caliph was busy with other problems, because there were
other invaders underway to Baghdad coming from Asia. He
knew that the crusaders were not planning to invade Baghdad,
so they posed no threat to him. Although we cannot call the
globalization Christian, we surely can name it “Western”. This
global project began to emerge during the sixteenth century.

Therefore, the rise of the West challenged the globalization
of the Islamic civilization. The historian Geoffrey Parker from
the History Department at Cambridge University has thoroughly
researched the rise of the West that began approximately 500
years ago. There has been competition between Islam and the
West ever since. Both civilizations also share an intellectual
history affecting one another. This was, of course, long before
the United States became a hegemonial power.
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For five years, I was the director of the Dialogue Forum of the
European Academy of Sciences. At that time, our patron was
the Prince of Jordan. In his opening speech he said that Western
civilization and the civilization of Islam have something to
share. If both are willing to understand one another they will be
on good terms. If they are unable to understand each other, but
enforce their universalization against the universalization of
the other instead, they are likely to be at war soon, be it jiha>d or
crusade.

Islamic rationalism gave Hellenism an Islamic character.
Hellenism was not only Greek any longer; it was not simply
based on translation of the literature of Aristotle and Plato into
Arabic either. Rather Plato and Aristotle became Islamic sources.
And then again, Islam had an impact on the West, on the Euro-
pean Renaissance. In return, the rise of Islamic liberalism of
Tahtawi and others in the nineteenth century was related to the
impact of the West. I will come back to this mutual fertilization,
but for now I would like to express that in my opinion that there
is no “world civilization”. We now live in the twenty-first cen-
tury. Some fear that it will be the century of the clash of civiliza-
tions between Islam and the West. To overcome this clash, how-
ever, we have to give up the idea of a world civilization in order
to stop the competition for universal prevalence.

The notion of a world civilization is now being used by Presi-
dent George W. Bush. In the Wall Street Journal he was quoted to
have said: “We are determined to fight for a world civilization”,
using the term in singular. Yet we should be talking about civi-
lizations in plural. There is an Islamic civilization and a West-
ern civilization and they are different from each other. But un-
der the pressure to live with one another in peace, how can we
establish bridges between both of them? The bridge is not to be
found in the formula of a single world civilization. In terms of
International Relations the bridge can only be a “world order”.
During the second half of the twentieth century there were two
conflicting camps in world politics: the Communist and the
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Capitalist. Nowadays we have one super power aiming at uni-
lateral order designed by the United States. As much as I disfa-
vor this kind of order on the one hand, I equally recognize the
fact on the other that we face terrorism as an existing threat. I
view terrorism as a scary reality and we have to fight it. But this
fight should not be carried out by the United States unilaterally.
There has to be a pluralistic approach to it. Europeans, Ameri-
cans, and Muslims have to fight jointly against terrorism in
order to ensure world peace. Therefore, we need a new world
order. Terrorism is a kind of pattern I call irregular war, which
is something we cannot cope with by using short-term strate-
gies. There are structural causes of terrorism: some of them are
related to injustice, others to the ideology of “jihadism”. What
we need in a globalized world is a just and pluralisitc world
order. This has to be a just one, not only in terms of access to and
distribution of resources, but also of power. We also need to
enlighten the world about tolerant Islam, which does not ap-
prove of the violence of “jihadism”.

Let me conclude by making four points.
First, there is no world civilization. It is not even possible to

achieve it. What is possible is a civilizational world order. In
history we find the Islamic world civilization from the seventh
to the sixteenth century driven back by the rise of the West from
the sixteenth century on to the present. Today, we need a plural-
ist world and to give up the idea of one world civilization.

Second, some panelists talk about constructivism. I am not a
post-modernist, particularly for one reason: I follow Kant as
much as I follow the Islamic rationalism of Al Farabi, Ibn Rushd
and Ibn Sina. I believe that there is something that you can de-
scribe as “objective reality”. There is an objectivity that we can
understand and have knowledge about. Post-modernists, how-
ever, argue that everything is constructed and based on a narra-
tive. I refuse to believe this and therefore argue that civilizations
are real, not constructed. When I come to Indonesia I feel at
home being back to the Islamic civilization. I live in Europe.
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When I visited Denmark I felt somehow alienated, even though
I am a European citizen. For me, this is evidence for something
that can be called the “world of Islam” as a civilization. This is
not constructed. It is reality. The West is not a construct either. It
is reality.

Third, in asking how Muslims and non-Muslims can estab-
lish a bridge between each other we find an idea in Islamic
philosophy, which has been adopted by the Europeans and
thus became very important for the European Renaissance. This
idea finds its roots in Ibn Rushd and his al-haqi >qa al-muzdawaja
(dual reality). He separated knowledge based on revelation from
knowledge based on reason. Indeed, philosophy is rational and
based on reason; whereas religion is a belief for which reason it
is “for the heart”. There is a divine knowledge in the Quran, but
the Quran is not an encyclopedia of sciences. In 1989, in an
interview with Shaikh Al-Azhar I asked him about the funda-
mentalist claim that all original sciences are to be found in the
Quran. He regarded this as dangerous for the Quran itself be-
cause scientific knowledge is based on the concept that you can
either verify or falsify. But the Quran is to be believed in and not
to be verified or falsified. Thus, we obviously have to separate
knowledge from belief. This concept is not solely Western. You
find this idea of secular knowledge in Islam. Hence, Islam and
the West would be supposed to find a way to live in peace to-
gether.

Fourth, related to the second point I made, I would like to
stress that there is a “threat perception”, and there are realities.
Both terrorism and the war on terrorism are real and perceiv-
able. As a social scientist I believe that threat perceptions are
being established. In my discipline, International Relations, we
call this the “Perception and Misperception in International
Politics” (Robert Jervis, 1976). So there are things that are real,
but the way the observer perceives it can surely differ.
Misperceptions can be the cause. In the objective world there is
terrorism, which constitutes a threat to all of us. If you consider
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the fact that fundamentalists killed more Muslims than West-
erners (in Algeria 157 European were killed between 1992 and
2000 in contrast to 160.000 Muslims) you have to concede that
there is a threat perception. We have to go beyond threat percep-
tions and establish bridges between one another.

I believe, for future peace we need mutual understanding,
mutual respect, mutual tolerance, and pluralism. The point of
departure is cultural and religious pluralism on the grounds of
equality. This is my reason for admiring Indonesia and
Pancasila. Here we find world religions on the grounds of equal-
ity. Democratic peace is the crucial thing we can look for. Let us
forget about a new world civilization. Let us rather talk about a
new world order based on justice and democratic peace in
which cultural and civilizational pluralism and mutual respect
determine how people of different religions live in peace with
one another.



The Selling of Souls and the Shortness of
Democracy: Reversing the Course of

September 11 Discourses through
the Universal Virtues of Politics

Mochtar Pabottingi

The attack on New York’s World Trade Center was heinous
and terribly cruel. All sane people would readily concur

here and condemn the attack. And it is in the interest of present
and future humanity that we have to exert lofty in our mental
capacity to the utmost, first and foremost by scrutinizing and
balancing our judgmental facilities from the outset. Only then
could we not only prevent the repetition of such a tragedy but to
overcome its root(s), namely the least eye-catching and yet world-
systemic tragedies in many parts of the globe that must be
counted as even much more massive over time. Also only then
could we face the emerging signs of a turning point in world-
wide opinion concerning the American response to that trag-
edy.

Rather than simply joining the rising chorus of questioning
the real motives behind the acerbic rhetoric and hawkish ac-
tions of the White House since September 11, it is always wise
to start first with our own position and behavior. The primitive
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practice of black-and-white imposition and of judging ourselves
solely on ideal terms while judging others solely on historical
terms must be discontinued. Nobody, and no civilization, is
wholly good under the cold eyes of history. Empathy, or better
love, is equally a must in seeing others as it is in seeing our-
selves. And it is always wise to remind ourselves that evil re-
sides and incessantly works within each of us and it is the duty
of all humankind to be constantly alert to keep it under control
at all times.

Questioning the Antagonization

It is high time to terminate the antagonization of Islam and
the West for two principal reasons. We know that each religion
contains tenets concerning both worldly and transcendental
matters. Across great religions there are substantial overlappings
in tenets in worldly matters, which, I think comprise at least
two thirds of the contents of all religious injunctions. But even
in terms of other-worldly salvation, there is a significant varia-
tion of tenet-sharing between, for instance, Judaism, Christian-
ity, and Islam—a sharing which will certainly include Bud-
dhism, Confucianism, and Hinduism as soon as we delve deeper
into the kernels of those great religions. Secondly, the bulk of
contestations between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam or be-
tween Islam and Hinduism have much to do with their close
historical proximity and concurrence—having claims upon the
same lands, venerable sites, and worldly resources at about the
same time.

The call to end our antagonizating habits holds true with
respect to Islam vis-à-vis democracy, which blatantly ignores
the important fact that the two belong to different categories.
Islam is a system of belief whereas democracy is a system of
government. We have sufficient evidence that democracy is cul-
ture-neutral, another fact that must be attributed to a parallel
phenomenon in great religions: here too we find a substantial
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overlap of values. We have ample arguments of the potentiality
for Islam-democracy agreement in politics that are easily coun-
tered (though not necessarily invalidated) by counter arguments
pointing to the poverty of democracy in Islamic countries.

But then, given such a myriad of determining factors in the
making of our total history, a particular historical or political
path does have to emerge from a system of belief, irrespective of
its innate potentiality. We have come a long way in understand-
ing that a Weberian explanation, or a Marxist one, is also tainted
by serious ideological bias. This is not to mention the fact which
was only recently re-emphasized by David Held, that strong
democracies in the West tend to preclude the emergence of new
democracies, particularly in developing countries through mar-
ket offensives, which somehow echoes the thesis of dependency
of the 1970s from Andre-Gunder-Frank and/or Samir Amin.

The Selling of the Souls

Antagonizing Islam and the West signals an extremely dan-
gerous future. It is as totally inappropriate as it is both futile
and potentially fatal worldwide. Rather than increasing the bit-
terness of antagonization (reminiscent of the remarks by figures
like Ayatollah Khomeini, Oriana Fallaci, Sayyid Qutb, and Silvio
Berlusconi), therefore, I am much more concerned with what I
call “the selling of the souls” in the Faustian manner. Soul sell-
ing undermines both religious and democratic ideals.

Selling of the souls occurs when the deepest virtues of reli-
gions are captured and/or supplanted by evil motives and prac-
tices and/or when the enlightening rationality of democracy
surrenders to the latency of the system’s darkest predilections.
As to the former, I sadly see the seeds of it planted in Indonesia
by what I call “the emergency political format” of Soeharto’s
regime as from the mid-1960s, which began to reap its destruc-
tive consequences in the early 1990s. During the last six years
this late stage of the political format has threatened to disinte-
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grate the country.
Indonesia’s soul selling is two-fold. One, as Indonesians are

confronted with the original ideals of their nation. The other as,
being mostly Muslims, they are confronted with the ideals of
Islam. Indonesia the world is witnessing today is by no means
the one envisioned by Soekarno, Mohammad Hatta, and Soetan
Sahrir—three of its greatest founders—that is stamped into and
sheltered in the minds and psyche of millions of Indonesians
for at least eight decades beginning in the 1920s. Only very few
nations were blessed with enlightened nationalism—one that
is only slightly tainted by chauvinism and xenophobia—which
proclaimed theirs to be open lands where people can breathe
and live freely and respectably, irrespective of ethnicity, reli-
gion, or color; one that is as supportive to universal justice and
humanity as it is to the imperative of its unity. The Indonesian
conception of nationhood is among the closest that approxi-
mates one with the greatest potentiality for a positive symbiosis
with democracy as explained by Rupert Emerson in 1960.

Now it would be extremely difficult for outsiders to perceive
the signs of such a conception of nation(hood) or nation(alism).
Horrific cases of ethnic and religious strive; widespread and
unbridled corruption (among the top brass in the tree branches
of the government); lawlessness virtually throughout the land;
the trampling of human rights; a serious lack of national soli-
darity, as well as the ease and callousness with which Indone-
sians hurt and kill each other; and above all the stark absence of
a sense of utter urgency as regards the abysmal multiplication
of crises the country has been facing during the last six years
certainly eclipses any evidence of the prevalence of such a na-
tional conception and entity.

All these simultaneously indicate bankruptcy in religious
virtues and morality, that of Islam in particular. No exaggera-
tion is meant to observe that many Indonesians, perhaps inad-
vertently and—over decades under the New Order—certainly
stealthily, have sold their political, and even more, their reli-
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gious ideals. Indonesians’ soul selling in politics is intertwined
with their soul selling in religious life. The perpetrators of atroci-
ties, the plotters of gargantuan corruptions therefore stole pub-
lic rights from the poor, those who slighted the virtues of religi-
osity; and the schemers of discords and hatred in the land were,
by and large, Muslims. It is true that provocateurs have been so
much at large in the country since Soeharto’s starkly irrespon-
sible “step-aside”. But even the very fact of being vulnerable to
negative provocations also constitutes an indication of religious
bankruptcy.

This selling of political and/or religious ideals is not at all
confined to Indonesians. As already stated, it is difficult to find
a suitable example in the entire Muslim world of congruity not
only in matters political, but in terms of the kernel of their own
faith as well. Neither is this confined to that of the Muslims.
There are equally worrisome cases in the African and Indian
continents, Muslim or not, as well as in both sides of Europe.
We see a similar phenomenon in Israel where the exceptional
light brought in succession by the Judaic prophets has been
sold and incarcerated by those in power who are determined to
establish a shining polity without shining principles.

But we are most concerned with developments in the United
States. Here the darkness of terrorism, which succeeded in at-
tacking the heart of its global business center, is now progres-
sively equaled and potentially surpassed by the year-long reac-
tion and response from the White House. Many of us who have
spent some significant time in America feel a great consterna-
tion over the wildness of the policy and the pronouncements
coming from the present leaders of the great country.

Months ago it was still inconceivable that America would
ever fall merely through the collapse of its WTC buildings, or
even other alleged targets that reached their goal on the “the
day of infamy”. Now, however, from without and I am sure also
from within American people begin to see the real possibility of
the unraveling of the American ideals1 upon which that great-
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est polity in over the last two centuries was founded, from within.
It has turned out that America is not shattered by the September
11 attack, but by its hasty and inconsiderate reaction to it. Dur-
ing the last month the shining light of the United States began to
dim and continuously so. In deep irony, were have to say that
for the first time in its exemplary history America has not been
invulnerable to the very pitfall its political system has so inge-
niously avoided for centuries: “that absolute power corrupts
absolutely”.

What I have in mind here is not only the way America con-
ducted its war against terrorism in Afghanistan, its evilizing
virtually all but itself, and hence its unruly desire to crush
Saddam Hussein, which blindly thrashed its own political prin-
ciple of respecting any modicum of doubt before taking serious
actions, but also in the way it revives a monstrous kind of “Pax-
obsession” perhaps to continue the western superiority com-
plex enshrined in Pax-Romana and Pax-Britannica. In a fort-
night, the Bush administration has changed America from a
polity most respectable for its polyarchy and/or the heteroge-
neity not only of voices within its own borders but way beyond.

We say the words “great consternation” not so much be-
cause we fear as because we love America, not because its toma-
hawks and precision nuclear missiles could easily reach and in
an instant reduce our bodies and houses to ashes, but because
of the throwing into the ashes of American ideals that have
enlightened the civilized world for so long. The feeling of great
consternation has to do also with the fact that while most of us
in smaller and much less fortunate nations are struggling in
endless pains to follow the American example, the example
bearer is flatly denying itself, strangely shedding its own pil-
grims’ and/or founding fathers’ raison d’être. Again, we must
say this not because we fear American deadly arsenals so much.
For the majority of humankind even at this moment of moder-
nity, including us here in Indonesia during the last six years,
death and destruction have always been close anyway. We must
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say this because America, the exemplary, has trampled upon its
true self for the sake of its own obsolete and monstrous glory,
the very thing we from without have always quietly admired
and wanted to emulate.

Notes
1 The world has become all too familiar with the American ideals of
freedom and equality, of liberty and non-discrimination, of free-
dom from fear and persecution, and of the right to pursue happiness
that is not very easy to see the United States apart from them.
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