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This centuries-old military interaction between the West and Islam is
unlikely to decling It could become more virulent. The Gulf War left some
Arabs feeling proud that Saddam Hussein had attacked Israel and stood up
1o the West, It also left many feeling humiliated and resentful of the West's

iibitary presence in the ]?Ei‘ii’-;ﬂ'ljﬂj.llq theiWest's overwheln 1
dominancegnd their apparent inability to shape their own destiny. Many
Arab countries, in addition to the oil exporiers, are rEaching levels of eco-
nomic and social development WIltrﬂﬂﬁ@EﬁE' rms of government be-
come inappropriate and efforts to introduce democrdcy become Strofiger.
Some apenings in Arab political systems have already occurred. The princi-
pal beneficiaries of these openmings have been Islamist movements. In the
Arab world, in short, Western democracy strengthens anti-Western political
torces, 'This Imay he a '|:I'.'H'-1i np phfnunh}"ﬂ.n’ hlill i SI_:II'EI}" c.ﬂmp]ifatfﬁ rela-
tiens between Islamic countries and the W 5.

Those relations are also complicated by démographyg The spectacular
population growth in Arab countries, particularly in North Africa, has led to
increased migration to Western Europe. The movement within Western Eu-
rope mw.rrfl minimizing internal boundaries has sharpened politicalsensi

thTEsPRERIo this develpmen. In ltly, France and Germany,

isrn is increasingly open, and political reactions and violence against Arab

Qe Tarkish migrants have become more intense and more 1*.-'i|'jl_‘h|'l-n"':'l[:l
since 1994),
(1n both sides the interaction between Bslam and the West is scen a8’ ®
gfcivilizations? I he West's “next confrontation,” observes M. ]. Akbar,

an Indian Muslim author, “is definitely poing 1o come from the Muslim
world. 1tis in the sweep of the Islamic nations from the Maghreb to Paki-
stan that the strupple for a new world order will begin” Bernard Lewis
comes 1o a similar conclusion:

We are Lraing 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
civilizattons — the perchaps irrmtonal but surely historic reaction of an ancient
rival against our Judeo-Christian heritage, our secular present, and the world
wite expansion of both.” |. . |

The Clash of Ignorance
Edward W. Said

Samuel Huntington's article. “The Clash of Civilizations?” appeared in
the Summer 1993 issue of Foreien Affairs, where it immediately attracted
a surprising amount of attention and reaction. Because the article was

 iernard Lewis, “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” The Atlantic Monthly, vol. 266, September 1990, p.
60: Time, June 15, 1992, pp. 2428



!ntend‘ed Lo supply Americans with an original thesis about “a new phase’
in world politics after the end of the cold war. Huntington’s terms of argu-
ment seemed compellingly large, bold, even visionary. He very clearly had
his eve on rivals in the policy-making ranks, theorists such as Francis Fuku-
vama and his “end of history” ideas, as well as the legions who had cele-
brated the onset of globalism, tribalism and the dissipation of the state.

But they, he allowed, had understood only some aspects of this new period.
He was about to announce the “crucial, indeed a central, aspect” of what
“global politics is likely to be in the coming years." Unhesitatingly he
pressed on:

"It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new

world will not belprimarily ideological or primarily economig The great
divisions among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be

wﬁﬂmiml states will remain the most powerful actors in world affairs,

butt e principal conflicts of global politics will occur between nations and
[BIoups of different civilizations, The clash of civilizations will dominate
global politics. The fault lines between civilizations will be the battle lines

of the future.” :
Most of the argument in the pages that followed relied on a vague no-

tion of something Huntington called “givilizationidentity " and “the inter-
actions among seven or eight [sic] major civilizations,” of which the conflict
between two of them, Islam and the West, gets the lion's share of his atten-
tion. In this belligerent kind of thought, he relies heavily on a 1990 article
by the veteran Orientalist Bernard Lewis, whose ideological colors are man- |
ifest in its title, "Fhe Roots of Muslim Ragé " In both articles, the personifi-
cation of enormous entities called "the West” and “Islam” is recklessly af- G
firmed, as if hugely complicated matters like identity and culture existed
“in a cartoonlike world where Popeye and Bluto bash each other mercilessly,
with one always more virtuous pugilist getting the upper hand over his ad.
versary. Certainly neither Huntington nor Lewis has much time to spare for
the internal dynamics and plurality of every civilization, or for the fact that
he major contest in most modern cultures concerns the definition or inter-
pretation of each culture, or for the unattractive possibility that a great deal
of demagogy and downright ignorance is involved in presuming to speak for
pwhole religion or civilization. No, the West is the West, and Islam Islam.

The challenge for Western policy-makers, Eﬂ#m to make
stire that the West gets stronger and fends off all the others, Islam in pam‘b
‘ular. More troubling is Huntington's assumption that his perspective, which
I8 10 survey the entire world from a perch outside all ordinary attachments
- and hidden loyalties, is the correct one, as if everyone else were scurm ng
- around looking for the answers that he has already found, In fact, Hunting- 1
ton is an ideologist, someone who wants to make “civilizations” and “ider =i
tities” into what they are not: shut-down, sealed-off entities that have been =
purged of the myriad currents and countercurrents that animate hu B
tory, and that over centuries have made it possible for that history | 1Ly
1o contain wars of religion and imperial conquest but also to be one of




exchange, cross-lertilization and sharing. This far less visible history is ig-
nored in the rush to highlight the ludierously compressed and constricied
warlare that “the clash of civilizations® argues is the reality. When he pub-
lished his book by the same title in 1996, Huntington tried to give his argu-
menta litde more subtlety and many, many more footnotes;: all he did,

however, was confuse imsell and demonstrate what a ol msywriter and
'H‘I.:.l'l{"[._!,illlt (thinker he was, i Ltu

e The basic paradigm of West versus the rest (the cald war opposition re-
v formuldated) remained untauched, and this is '.ﬂ:ﬁi hay persisted, often jn-.
Eﬂi]_'l_ﬂyﬁhﬂ and implicitly, in discussion sinee i terrible events of Septem-
ber L1 The carefully planned and horrendots, pathologically-motivated
( suicide atack and mass slaughter by a small group uf;demngedrgﬁﬂirﬂmﬁ
has been wined into proof of 1] untington’s thesis, Instead of seeing it for
whatitis—the capture of big ideas (1 use the word loosely} by atiny band LT
of crazed fanatics for criminal purposes— internatonal luminaties from
former Pakistani Prime Minister Benazir Bhutte to lalian Prime Minister
stlvio Betlusconi have pontificated about Islam's traubles, and in the latter’s
ease have used Huutirm'lnn's icdvas 1o rant en about the West's su,m'dﬂn'u:

how “we” luve Mozart ind Michelangelo and they don'’t. (Berlusconi has
sinee made a Ll hearted apalopy Tor his insult to “Islam .

Bl wlhyy not instead see prvtabbels, admanted iy ess spectacular in thelr
destructiveness, for Osama bin Laden and his followers in ol lilee 1hwe
Branch Dawvidians or the disciples of the Tev, i Jones st Guyana ot the
lapanese Aum Shinrikyo? Lven (he normally sober British weekly The Feon-
camist, T iLs dsswe of September 22 <28, can't resist reaching for the vast gen-
cralization, peaising Huntington extravagantly for his "crel and SWEEpIng,
but nonetheless acute” observations about Islam. *Today” the journal SAVE
with unsecmly solemnity, Huntington wiites that “the world's billion or so
Muslims are ‘convinced of the supeniority of their culture, and obsessed
with the inferonty of their power™ Did he canvas 100 Indonesians, 200
Maoroccans, 500 Egyptians and [y Bosnians? Uven il he did, what sort of
sample is that!

Lincountable are the editorials in every American and European
newspaper and magazine of note adding 1o this vocabulary of gigantism
and apocalypse, each use of which 1s plainly designed not 1o edify but
o inflame the reader’s indignant passion as a member of the “West” and
what we need to do, Churehillian thetoric is used inappropriately by self-
appointed combatants in the West's, and especially America's, war against
its haters, despoilers, destroyers, with scant attention to complex histories
that defy such reductiveness and have seeped from one teritory into an-
other, in the process overriding the boundaries that are supposed to sepa-

rate us all into divided armed camps.
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This is the problem with unedifying labels like Islam and the West: They
mislead and confuse the mind, which is trying to make sense of a disor-
derly reality that won't be pigeonholed or strapped down as easily as all
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tyat L remember intermupting a man who, after a lecture | had given at a
West Hank untversity in 1994, rose from the audience and started to attack
e ddeas as “Western,” as opposed 1o the strict Islamic ones he espoused.
AVIV ane vou wearing a sait and tie!® was the first retort that came to
:::1‘:: llt‘u'*_ﬂ ¢ Westerm ln-:w,' He sat down h:ilh .1nletnharr.‘m.~m}1 smile on
m'“;!‘l:H :l"-.tlt HI- ;111'-‘.4 th?‘_ltf.mlt*m when information on the September I‘I.
'lﬁ]llil'i.‘dl. '-.'-‘."il'l-;lhit'itl.'l: ?_Il'-lt m._'lj-_t_m.- 1‘:11."',' had 111.15}c'|'mll.9.||! the technical details
tagon and the airer 1;{:'1’1?} 1Im 1’:[:“ CYLon L “mE-d Al AT LG
line between *W sy '-!:f_ td commandeered, "L*I-l'ﬂ:#:-! does one draw l‘h::
N estern” technology and, as Berlusconi declared, “Islam’s
1“**!“?'-‘}' to be o part of “modernity”? *
h.f}?h:::;:;‘: l‘:;:::‘&;l:i? wi of course, lHow finally inadequate are the la-
Primitive passions Iu;-.l :t..::: tural assertions. At some level, for instance,
the lic to a fortified B I'l H:-:-luzmm’l know-how converge in ways that give
Als0 between TR “: *"-'l'l'ln not only between "West” and “Islam” but
cepts of identite 11;-.1 ; 1 1['L Et...l'!ll:} us and lhmp. Lo say nothing of the very con-
ment and debate. A w1 about which there is unending disagree-
te. A unilateral decision made 10 draw lines in the sand to

l”l{.'ll."‘lt.. i B 1
1]"'n|- Lk ruﬂl“‘u‘l{ =, ln ﬂl}'i‘fL15E 1‘“["" L'"'nri-l 11-"-"“..11 ':.-“.11- gﬁ,ud t.l.'_'l Ex‘imﬂtﬂ 1 t'["-'.'!l'
i L] L.

=moand, in ‘ollfowite's nihilier:
1 Paul Wollowite's nihilistic vocaly

doesn’ e the =
hmv?u.;?]?l? th? Supposed entities any easier to see; rather it speaks to
Stmpler it 1s to make bellj { .
bilizing collective maes: Icose statements for the purpose o
Zing collective passions than to reflect, examine, sort out E:hﬁ E:?;im‘
=4 e

are dealing with in realit :
: , the inter : | o)
T A A T 'thei-.-s.'y connectedness of innumerable lives,

In a remarkable series of three article ‘
March 1??.‘} in Dawn, Pakistan's mﬂ;:’ Egiii;ﬂddw:iﬁ;eaialnuaw Eﬂd.
:'I:ad. ;T-rfung t:ml:; a Mushim audience, analyzed what hErﬂl!EﬂaE?ﬁ;::s%.
¢ religious right, coming down very harshl lations of Telam
by absolutists and fanatical tyrants \?Iru::se :ilb};:s?i::-?-iﬂm :]til:“?}ﬂf‘.ﬁ!ﬂﬁl_g_m;
5n{:al behavior promotes “an Islamic order reduced toa mﬂglu c:deper. .
of its humanism, aesthetics, intellectual quests, and s pir?mal dev, 2 'ﬂ-ﬂp ped
And this “entails an absolute assertion of one, generally de*:urilei?lfapl";zeﬂ L
aspect of religion and a total disregard of another. The phenomenon: dis i
torts religion, debases tradition, and twists the political process wﬁuﬁ 3}"’ .
unfolds.” As a timely instance of this debasement, ﬂhmﬁﬂ-prﬁt&é&éﬂﬁﬁ%ﬂ"
present the rich, complex, pluralist meaning of the word jifiad anc ’{h‘ﬁn_m’" ':
goes on to show that in the word's current confinement to indises: ﬁ}ﬁaﬁﬁ
war against presumed enemies, it is impossible “to recognize the [s|amic— :
religion, society, culture, history or politics—as lived'and exi enced b

Eﬂ'ﬂ ._ I

Muslims through'the ages."fihe modernISIamists;Ahmad eonclidesyar
® OO with power, not-with the soul~ : i‘-,;'--'- iy BT I :

Loncermed
+ings and aspirations.Theify'is @ very limited and-time-bound politicaly
c 2 aper o 1F:1"""' B At
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agendﬂ-' What has made matters Wl.‘:-r:-;f: i.‘:ﬂ[lli.ll. similar diﬁ‘lnrtiuns and zeal-
otry occur in the “Jewish” and “Christian universes of discourse.

[t was Conrad, more powerfully than any of his readers at the end of
the nineteenth century could have imagined, who understood that the dis-
tinctions between civilized London and “the heart of darkness” quickly col-
lapsed in extreme situations, and that the |leight:i‘ﬂfliun‘.rp£‘:tn civilization
could instantaneously fall into the most barbam‘tjﬁ‘ practices without prepa-
ration or transition. And it was Conrad also, in The Secret Agent (1907),
who described terrorism’s affinity for abstractions like “pure science” (and
by extension for “Islam” or “the West®), as well as the terrorist’s ultimate
moral degradation.

For there are closer ties between apparently warring civilizations than
most of us would like to believe: both Freud and Nietzsche showed how
the traffic across carefully maintained, even policed boundaries moves with

often terrifying ease. But then such fluid ideas, full of ambiguity and skepti-
Cism about notions that we hold on to, scarcely furnish us with suitable,
Practical guidelines for situations such as the one we f ace now. Hence the al-
together more reassuring battle orders {a crusade. good versus evil, freedom
against fear, ete.) drawn out of Huntington's alleged opposition between [s-
lam and the West, from which official discourse drew its vocabulary in the
first days after the September 11 atacks. | here's since been a noticeable de-
escalation in that discourse, but to judge from the steady amount of hate
dctions, plus reports of law enforcement efforts directed Against
Arabs, Muslims and Indians all over the country, the paradigm stays on.

One Turther reason for its persistence is the increased presence of Mus-
lims all over Furope and the United States. Think of the populations today
of France, ltaly, Germany, Spain, Britain, America, even Sweden, and you
must concede that Islam is no longer on the fringes of the West but at its
center. But what is so threatening about that presence? Buried in the collec-
tive culture are memorics of the first great Arab-1slamic conquests, which
began in the seventh century and which, as the celebrated Belgian historian
Flenri Prrenne wrote in his landmark book Mohammed and Charlemagne
(1939), shattered once and for all the ancient unity of the Mediterranean,
destroyed the Christian-Roman synthesis and gave rise to a new civilization
dominated by northern powers (Germany and Carolingian France) whose
mission, he seemed to be saying, is to resume defense of the “West” against
its historical-culiural enemies. What Pirenne left out, alas, is that in the cre-

ation of this new line of defense the West drew on the humanism, science,
philosaphy, sociology and historiography of Islam, which had already in-
terposed itself between Charlemagne’s world and classical antiquity. Islam
is inside [rom the start, as even Dante, great enemy of Mchammed, had to
concede when he placed the Prophet at the very heart of his Inferno.

speech and

Then there is the persisting legacy of monotheism itself, the Abrahamic reli-
gions, as Louis Massignon aptly called them. Beginning with judaism and
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‘Christianity, each is a successor haunted by what came before; for Muslims
Islam fulfills and ends the line of prophecy. There is still no decent history
ot dﬁnysliﬁ:aﬁﬂn of the many-sided contest among these three follow-
ers—not one of them by any means a monolithic, unified cam p— of the
most jealous of all gods, even though the bloody modern convergence on
Palestine furnishes a rich secular instance of what has been so tragically ir-
reconcilable about them. Not surprisingly, then, Muslims and Christians
speak readily of crusades and jiads, both of them eliding the Judaic pres-
ence with often sublime insouciance, Such an agenda, says Eqgbal Ahmad,
is “very reassuring to the men and women who are stranded in the middle
of the ford, between the dfﬂp waters of tradition and rnmiernfl}!,"

But we are all swimming in those waters, Westerners and Muslims and
others alike. And since the waters are part of the ocean of history, trying to
]'Jll.'.'"'l.'-.‘ or divide them with barriers 15 tutile, ‘These are tense times, but it is
betier 1o think in terms of powerful and powerless communities, the secu-
lar politics of reason and ignorance, and universal principles of justice and
injustice, than to wander off in search of vast abstractions that may pive
momentary satistaction but little sel f-knowledge or informed analysis. “The

-Clash of Civilizations” thesis is a gimmick like “The War of the Worlds/”

-. hq_:__m:r for reintorcing defensive self-pride than for critical understanding
fahe bewildering interdependence of our time.
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| For Discussion
" 1. According to Huntington, what is a civilization? Is a civilization the
same thing as a culture?

2. On the one hand. Huntington says that *peaple can and do.redefine.
their identities,” so that “the composition and boundaries of civiliza-
tion change.” On the other hand, he also says that “cultural charac.
teristics and differences are less mutable . . . than political and ecn-
nomic ones,” that “in the former Soviet Union, communists ean
become democrats . . . bul Russians cannet become Estonians™ Are.
these statements contradictory? Are some aspects of our identity
more resistant to change than others? If so, t-rhy? "

3. What does Huntington mean by 'rﬂl_!ll. lines” between ﬂﬂlnzatln_m?
What mental image does tl_lis [;E'{}mglf:].! melap]m_r createl What does.
it imply? Does 9/11 call this Illl‘:['.lphﬂ['lrliﬂ question, since the fﬁ:]— j
tack took place in New York and Washinglon and not near the “fault
zones” in the Middle and Far East! : b jtes Ber-

4. At the very end of our excerpt from |-Iuhnt|r!gl.un s article, he cites Ber-

" nard Lewis, who refers to “the perftaps |rmnm_rrrif but surely hism:l_'_itz-l.'ﬂ'..
action of an ancient rival |i|l-'}l i5-_15|ﬂ"'li Against nur]udtu-ﬂi_ltl"iiﬁmn .-
heritage” (our emphasis). This raises Ehe uncomfortable gﬁld 'r_h:r;'ﬁ‘* i
that the forces of history might be quite ¢ i n:ﬂ.'ﬂ tl? ;ﬂéeme Muslim
fore unapproachable by reason. That is, “the Wes ikl



