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In the summer of 1993 Harvard Professor Samuel Huntington published an article in the American quarterly Foreign Affairs which he entitled ‘The clash of civilizations’. In this article he defended the thesis that henceforth the principal conflicts of global politics would occur between nations that belong to different civilizations. He identified seven or eight of these: Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American and possibly African.

According to Huntington, differences among these civilizations were basic. The world was becoming a smaller place, in which the nation-state as a source of identity had become weaker. In much of the world religions had moved in to fill this gap, often in the form of movements labelled ‘fundamentalist’. Gilles Kepel, islamologist working at the French CNRS, called this ‘la revanche de Dieu’.

States from different civilizations competed for military and economic power. They struggled over the control of international institutions. They competitively promoted their particular political and religious values.

As was to be expected, Huntington made particular reference to Islam. After all, conflicts along the fault line between Western and Islamic civilizations had been going on for 1300 years. And that confrontation was unlikely to decline in intensity. There was communal violence between Muslims and Christians in Nigeria. Relations between Russians and Muslims in Central Asia were tense. China was pursuing an increasingly ruthless policy towards its Turkic-Muslim minority. There was the strife between Israel and the Palestinians. ‘Islam has bloody borders’, Huntington concluded.

He was criticized in the next issue of Foreign Affairs. He had underestimated the tenacity of modernity and secularism in places that had acquired these ways against great odds. Islamic fundamentalism was less a sign of resurgence than of panic and bewilderment and guilt. The thrashing about of civilizations outside the West was no indication of their vitality. The dream of a pan-Islamic revolt in Iran’s image had vanished into the wind. Islamic opposition in Egypt hounded the state but could not bring it down. There was a terrible exhaustion with utopias. People wanted Sony not soil. Political fault lines did not run between civilizations: they followed the interests of states. The Iranian mullahs professed to reject the decadent West but their underlying quarrel was with modernity.

In this controversy I side with the critics. Huntington distinguishes Russian and Latin American civilizations from the Western variety. But are they not rather three branches of the same tree? Is there really such a thing as an African civilization? Has the concept of negritude not been overtaken by events? Do most conflicts not take place between countries that belong to the same civilization rather than to different ones? Is the appeal of instant information, individualism, affluence and democracy not stronger than that of religion?

Islam may have bloody borders but is it not characteristic of borders that they have two sides? As Liu Binyan, one of China’s leading dissidents, put it: ‘Confucianism is gradually coming back to China but cannot be compared to the increasingly forceful influence of Western culture over the last twenty years’.

Professor Fred Halliday has also written on this subject in his book, Islam and the Myth of Confrontation. The title hints at the conclusion: the confrontation between Islam and the West is a myth. And indeed, what could be the meaning of such a phrase? Does Islam as a religion pose a threat to Christianity? It is true: both religions proselytize and Islam is gaining converts in Africa. But that is no challenge to Christianity. Nor is any resurgence of fundamentalist Islam in Turkey such a challenge. I see no signs of any significant conversion to Islam in Europe. Rather the converse holds. Islamic religious authorities are concerned about the inroads of secularism among their followers.

Does the group of Islamic countries not then pose a challenge to Europe and/or North America? But there is no such group. The majority of Muslims live in Asia: in Indonesia, Bangla Desh and Pakistan. Firms in these countries compete with our industries but as far as I can see there is no political animosity between these countries and the West.

In the Middle East and North Africa things might appear to be different. But the main recent disturbances in that region were the wars between Iran and Iraq, and between Iraq and the American led coalition, to which a number of Muslim states belonged, over Kuwait.

Professor Halliday has analyzed this last war in detail. He is surely right in stating that ‘there is relatively little to say about the role of Islam in this conflict’ -even though Saddam Hussein at the eleventh hour tried to turn the tide by invoking a Jihad- and that the war (...) ‘marked a further step in the decline of an effective, political, pan-Arab nationalism’.
It is of course true that the Islamic states have never been noted for any pronounced sense of unity. Neither their Summit in Rabat in 1969 nor any subsequent conference has produced much more than hot air.

Halliday develops his thesis most fully in the chapter entitled ‘Islam and the West’.63 He concedes that ‘the Islamist movement rejects Western values of secularism, democracy, the rule of civil law, equality between men and women, and between Muslims and non-Muslims’ and that ‘they are committed to a long term struggle with the West, (which is) seen as decadent and aggressive, and to a militant, intransigent conflict with the historic enemy’. ‘The idea of a perennial conflict with the West’, he maintains, ‘is evidently not just an invention of European of American demagogues.’

But as I said just now, ‘it is absurd to see Muslim countries as in some general sense menacing the West’. Halliday concludes: ‘There cannot be a great ‘Islamic challenge’, not only because the Islamic states are, and will remain, much weaker than those of the West, but also because they do not represent a coherent, internationally constitued alliance’.
Is this all there is to say? No – no by a long shot. Islam does exist. To many this seems an obvious statement. Yet here is a knotty problem. In his book Fred Halliday does not want to discuss Islam as a religion. He writes about ‘Islam’ in inverted commas, that is as a social and political system. He explains that there is not much to be gained by regarding the many socio-political realities to which the term applies as part of a single phenomenon. So Islam, as it were, drops out of his story altogether.

He is not the only one to do this. Professor Mohammed Arkoun also puts the word ‘Islam’ in inverted commas and speaks of the ‘so-called Islamic civilization’. Yet Professor Arkoun also discusses Islamic thinking, the Islamic community and the Islamic world. And indeed, in so far as the enormous area that stretches from Morocco to Turkey to Indonesia has a common denominator, it can hardly be other than Islam. The desire to create a distance between Islam and the often painfull realities of the Middle East is understandable. It is with difficulty that Europeans realize the Nazi crimes took place in a Christian Europe. Still it would be an illusion to deny that European culture is impregnated by Christianity.

And so it is with the Middle East. Professor Halliday writes: ‘Islam is politically and socially contingent’. One does not have to be an essentialist to believe that this statement reeks too much of a post-modern form of relativism to be a useful basis for further research.

So Islam does exist. A billion people profess to believe in it. It is an immense social and political force, for better or for worse. It is the raison d’être of both Pakistan and Bangla Desh. ‘Hindus and Muslims’, Mohammed Ali Jinnah maintained, ‘belong to two different religious philosophies, social customs, literatures. They neither intermarry nor interdine together and, indeed, they belong to two different civilizations which are based mainly on conflicting ideas and conceptions.’

Jinnah (1876-1948) obtained his state. Some six years after the birth of Pakistan in 1947, serious riots erupted in Lahore against the Ahmadiyya, a sect which orthodox Muslim divines consider heretical. The riots were investigated by a court of enquiry which produced a notable report. This so-called Munir report highlighted the incompatibility between modern European-inspired constitutionalism and the Islamic notions of state which a country like Pakistan was supposed to put into practice. The report concluded: ‘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’.

In contrast to the newly industrializing countries of East Asia, the Islamic world has great difficulty modernizing. Until that happens, its turbulence will spill over into the West. Islamic fundamentalism is a socio-political phenomenon about which we can do very little. Terrorist attacks are gruesome and states which sustain them ought to be punished. The persecution of Rushdie must be resisted. But the fears of former Secretary General of NATO Willy Claes about an Islamic encirclement are grossly exaggerated. 

To conclude: the Islamic world does not represent a challenge to the West. In all recent conflicts between Muslims and pro-Western forces, the Muslims have lost out badly. The Muslim leadership has mostly failed. Ask the Muslim Brotherhood in Hama, the Kurds in Halabja, the Shia in Southern Iraq.

According to Sadik al-Azm, professor at the University of Damascus, Muslims know that they are weak. It is the West with its ideas of democracy, individualism and pluralism that poses a challenge to the world of Islam.

The only challenge to the West comes from within. The work ethic is eroding. Leadership is often weak. There is social decay. There is also a fatal lack of self-confidence. But all this is of our own doing. As the American comic strip character said: ‘I’ve seen the enemy and it is us’.
Frits Bolkestein, September 1996
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