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I welcome this discussion with Prof. Fred Halliday on Islam, the Middle East and Europe for two reasons. Firstly, because of the importance of the subject and, secondly, because Prof. Halliday and I met almost exactly eleven years ago at the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study. It is a true pleasure to meet Prof. Halliday again. 

The first question that has been suggested for discussion concerns America’s role in the Middle East. Now let us get the matter of the war against Iraq out of the way. I have always been against that war. Just before Christmas 2002, some months before the war actually started, I said the following in a public lecture. 

First, the Ba’ath regime was not islamist. Its inspiration was secular and nationalist. Nor, secondly, had I read any report that had established a link between Al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein. Thirdly, the chemical weapons of Iraq were mostly destroyed. Whether it had any biological weapons was unclear. Fourthly, according to the information I then had, the Iraqi had neither the knowledge not the fissionable material to make an atomic bomb, although they were undoubtedly working on one. 

What does this add up to? Not, in my view, to the ‘clear and present danger’ which might warrant a preventive war. I think, therefore, that this war should never have taken place. It is a foreign policy disaster for the United States. I regret the support which the Dutch government has given it and I do not understand why Mr Tony Blair has participated in this war in no uncertain way. Perhaps Mr. Halliday can explain. The United Kingdom has many gifted diplomats. The UK knows Iraq well from the days of the mandate. If ever proof were needed that ideology can get in the way of a cold analysis of the facts, this is it. 

But this leaves one problem unsolved. If there had been no war, Saddam Hussein would presumably still be alive today. Now he was a thoroughly nasty fellow. Read Kanan Makiya, a.k.a. Samir el-Khalil. Should we have let him be? My inclination would then have been to let the other Arab governments deal with him. The problem with this, though, is that these governments would have been most unlikely to do anything about Saddam Hussein at all. In the same way that they are not interested in the people of Darfur. In the same way that they are not interested in the Palestinians. 

After the end of the second World War twelf million Germans fled from East to West. They were absorbed in West Germany. The Palestinians are not twelve million. They are a tenth of that number. Why can they not be absorbed by the Arab World? They have been rejected by their so-called Arab family. They are not wanted as Lebanese, Syrians, Egyptians or Iraqi. They must now emigrate to Brasil. If they were absorbed, so the argument runs, the Palestinian problem would no longer exist. Exactly. The Palestinians are used as weapon against Israel and against the West. The Arab governments are not interested in their fate. 

Let me return for a moment to the United States. Its war aims have changed, a sure sign of confused thinking. First its aim was to rid Iraq of weapons of mass destruction. When these were found not to exist, it became regime-change. Now it is to install a muslim democracy. 

Turkey apart, the peoples of the Middle East have never had the slightest experience of democracy. The whole idea of representation, fundamental to democracy, is foreign to the Middle East. The peoples there have always been oppressed. Trying to democratise Iraq is, I’m afraid, a case of fools rushing in were angels fear to tread. 

Let me end with the United States so I can turn to the matter of the Islam in Europe. The speech to which I alluded a little while ago ended as follows. Militarily and politically, the EU is no match for the US. But other issues with world wide importance now come to the fore: the protection of the environment: the fight against terrorist financing: against the drugs trade; against protectionism; against aids. Just as Europeans must understand that naked force is sometimes necessary, so Americans cannot satisfy themselves by saying : “My way or no way.” They must transform their considerable power into consensus. That is what I thought end 2002 : I still think so today. 

It is sometimes asked what the purpose of the Islam in Europe is. That question is not very sensible for it supposes that the Islam is a hierarchically organized religion in the manner of the Catholic Church. But it isn’t, at least not in the Sunni-variant. So there is no such thing as “the Islam”. There are, of course, moslims – millions of them. What most of them want is to go about their job in peace, practise their religion and raise happy families. There are exceptions, though, and I’ll be saying something about them in a little while. 

According to the multiculturalists, moslim immigrants may bring their culture with them. Well, up to a point. Many habits dear to moslims are perfectly acceptable. The Dutch law has been amended to accommodate Islamic manners of slaughtering and of burying. So far so good. But some immigrants bring ugly habits with them which clash with fundamental values of Western civilisation. We do not like forced marriages. We like honour-killings even less. We want moslim girls to attend school also after puberty. We find the stoning of adulterous women a barbarous custom. Fortunately that does not happen in Europe. Tariq Ramadan has called for a moratorium on the stoning. Why not say that it is forbidden? Is it because he is a salafist? 

The latest issue in this area is apostary. If I am not mistaken, the Koran says: “Whoever changes his religion, kill him”. But we know the freedom of religion. It lies at the heart of the state of The Netherlands. We cannot possibly tolerate that people can not leave their religion. A committee of ex-moslims has now been organised. Its originator, Ehsan Jami, has been beaten up and is now under police protection. That is a scandal just as it is a scandal that other politicians who take part in the debate on the Islam need police protection. 

So the multiculturalist thesis only holds for non-essential aspects. Where essential European values are at issue, they must be upheld. Even so, the integration of moslims in Dutch society is not an easy affair. Moslim immigrants are overrepresented in crime-statistics and in Dutch jails. A much larger proportion of them is unemployed than of the population at large. One of the main reasons for this is the high percentage of school drop-outs. Moslims can help themselves no better than by getting a leaving certificate. This they can do themselves, they need no help. 

Not all moslims are well meaning. There are some who want a “non territorial moslim state,” where the sharia would be enforced. Do we want this? I don’t think so. We are all equal before the law: the law is the same for all. The government of Ontario once cherished a plan to allow the sharia for those willing to follow it. Fortunately it has dropped that unholy plan. 

And then there are the terrorists. Some people maintain that it is caused by the conflict between the Palestinians and Israel. Now that conflict is undoubtedly a complicating factor. But I do not think it is the basic reason. If one day the conflict is resolved, which I am sure we all wish for, I do not think the terrorist attacks will cease. What then is its cause? For this we must go deeply into history. 

Christianity began as a religion of the proletariat. Its founder died on the cross. It was persecuted. Is was only after many centuries that it gained a position of power. 

Islam began as a religion of the victorious. In a few years it conquered a large part of the globe: from Pakistan to Andalusia. It then led the world in many respects. Recently there was an exhibition in Germany comparing Aachen with Bagdad around the year 800. It highlighted the enormous superiority of Bagdad over Aachen. But then something went wrong. After the death of Averoes in 1196 Arab civilisation collapsed. It did not produce much that was valuable anymore, with the exception of Ibn Khaldun. I do not know what caused this decadence. I have the feeling it has something to do with the forbidding of the ijtihad and the resultant ossification of religion. But I confess I do not really know. 

It seems to me that would-be terrorists are motivated by resentment. At the beginning Islamic countries were powerful and wealthy; now they are not. How did this happen? Either because Islamic rulers are untrue to pure Islam. Or the West has filched Islamic prosperity. Both situations call for armed struggle. 

It is not always recognised how powerful a political driver resentment is. It boosted national socialism. It caused 9/11. 

The Middle East has shown less economic growth than any other part of the world apart from Sub-Saharan Africa. Why? An Egyptian sociologist has published a report under the auspices of the UNDP. He summarizes his analysis of Islamic backwardness as follows: lack of freedom, lack of knowledge, lack of womanpower. In the one thousand years since the reign of the Caliph Mamoun, the Arabs have translated as many books as Spain translates in one year. These are internal cultural factors. They have nothing to do with the world outside the Middle East. Arabs may blame the West, the Americans or the Jews for their backwardness, it will profit them little. As long as they play victim, they will stay where they are. So the source of the resentment is unlikely to dry up soon. 

Some six years after the birth of Pakistan in 1947, serious riots erupted in Lahore against the Ahmaddiyya, a sect which orthodox muslim divines consider heretical. The riots made the international papers, they were called the Punjab Disturbances of 1953. They were investigated by a Court of Inquiry which produced a notable report. This so-called Munir-report highlighted the incompatibility of modern European inspired constitutionalism with the Islamic notions of State which a country like Pakistan was supposed to put into practice. The report concluded as follows: “Nothing but a bold reorientation of Islam to separate the vital from the lifeless can preserve it as a world Idea and convert the Musulman into a citizen of the present and the future world from the archaic incongruity that he is today.”. 

Frits Bolkestein, 18 september 2007 
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The Munir-report is called after Mr. Justice Muhammad Munir, a judge of the Lahore High Court.  The report can be found on internet:    http://www.thepersecution.org/dl/report_1953.pdf

http://www.alislam.org/library/zafar2.html

Kanan Makiya was born in Bagdad. He left Iraq to study architecture at M.I.T., later joining Makiya Associates to design and build projects in the Middle East. In 1981 he began a new career as writer/academic. Kanan Makiya on internet: 
http://www.benadorassociates.com/makiya.php

http://www.iraqmemory.org/EN/index.asp

PAGE  
4

