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The very concept of a dialogue between Islam and the West is a misnomer for the simple reason that while the West is a geographically recognisable and physically contained concept – vague as it may be – understood to be a reference in the main for the US-EU combine, Islam is a religion that is embraced by diverse civilisations, cultures and geographical regions. So when one talks of a dialogue with Islam – who exactly is one referring to?

This is one of the reasons why, despite a number of dialogues on this issue,
 there is no movement forward in creating a greater understanding between the states of Europe and the US on the one hand, and the Muslim states of “concern” on the other – the latter referring primarily to the states and populations of West Asia, South Asia and to a lesser degree South East Asia. 

So let us clarify the levels of the problem and the dialogues and understanding that are required:

First: There is a need for better understanding between the political underpinnings of EU-US and those of the Muslim states “of concern”. On both sides, there has to be an attempt to understand the other through the “other’s” societal/religious/political underpinnings rather than one’s own. Presently, whatever little dialogue there exists at this level is more of a “talking at” rather than a “talking to”, with no effort to even begin to understand where the other is coming from. Labels like “rogue”state, axis of evil, etc. do not help any dialogue process.

Second: There is a need for the civil societies of “the West” to better understand Islamic civil societies – and vice versa. In the first instance, the civil societies of the West have to understand the all-pervasive influence of Islam on Muslim polities. Even those claiming to be “secular” in Muslim societies do not see themselves as devoid of religious underpinnings in the same way as the West understand “secularism”. Laws in Muslim states cannot be inimical to Islam and the debate really centres on the politicisation of Islam by the state – as well as the varying interpretations of Islam.

Three: A most critical need for dialogue exists between Western polities and their Muslim populations – especially in Europe. As I have been stating time and again, in the context of terrorism, the greatest future space for extremist terrorists lies within Europe amongst the disgruntled and marginalised Muslim Europeans. They are ready targets for extremist teachings. Despite a steady growth in its Muslim populations, Europe has failed to adjust its state to the new realities of a multi-religious, multicultural rainbow Europe, rather than a White, primarily Christian and culturally European-rooted Europe. Despite claims to the contrary, many European states have laws are discriminatory in terms of religion and few Muslims are to be seen within the state bureaucracies, police and political structures. Traditionally, European states have tended to adopt an approach that simply side steps the issue of their emerging social profile – as if nothing needs to be altered even as society itself has already altered tremendously. As for the Muslim populations of Europe, they also need to realise that they have to accept the political and legal underpinnings of their chosen non-Muslim states even as they assert their right to their own religious and cultural space.

Four: An intra-Muslim dialogue is also essential, given the growing role of religion in the politics of Muslim states. Muslim states and polities need to be are clear about what identity they are really seeking to adopt and project.  9/11 has shown the paucity of innovative thought and debate within the Islamic World, with extremists increasingly usurping the intellectual and political space not only within Muslim states, but also within the Muslim Diaspora – especially as the negative perceptions of a hostile West increase. Therefore, there is a need to have an extensive dialogue within the Islamic World on two simultaneous and parallel tracks:

I – Introspection – examining our own states and societies in the context of the following: 

· Is Islam itself a religion of enlightenment? Yes it is. So how to reassert the enlightenment of the religion with its emphasis on debate and knowledge-seeking and tolerance. As in other faiths, presently there is a struggle for the essence or soul of Islam between the purists or fundamentalists and the modernists. So far, the violent extremists, who attract the media attention, are basically in conflict with the majority of mainstream Muslims divided along a spectrum from conservatives at one end to the secularists at the other - with reformers adopting the middle ground. One finds these three categories in most Muslim states but the debate is not extensive in most of these states for a variety of reasons, including the nature of many Muslim regimes. This debate is also taking root within the Muslim Diaspora in a more vigorous fashion but it has not yet linked up with the mainstream Muslim World. However, all three strands within the debate are linked to conceptualisations of state and society within Islam. 

· This is why intra-Islamic World introspection has to focus on the place of religion in Muslim states within the demands of the twenty-first century. We have to discover how the basic Islamic tenets relating to state and society can be utilised within modernising societies. The fundamentalists
 reject Western style democracy (regardless of which model) as being out of sync with Islamic forms of government because the idea of popular sovereignty contradicts the sovereignty of God. Secularists challenge the very precept of Islam which holds that religion provides the guidelines for state and society. Secularists seek separation of religion and state – something which, incidentally, has not yet been effectively implemented even within Christian societies despite Christ’s clear statement on this: “Give to Caeser what is Caeser’s; give to God what is God’s”.

The reformists are seeking to reinterpret critical Islamic concepts and institutions within the present day realities. Notions of consultation of rulers and ruled (shura), consensus (ijma) of the society are seen as supportive of parliamentary forms of government and elections. The concept of reinterpretation (ijtihad) and public welfare (maslaha) are also seen in a modern context to justify religious reform. So, all in all, the debate on democracy is very much a debate within Islamic societies itself. As Esposito points out. there are mainstream Muslim scholars, both men and women, laity and clergy, who are studying and debating the religious texts within their historical context and trying to distinguish between universal principles and laws and those texts that have a historical context.
 There is also debate on democracy, the rights of women and minorities and pluralism. Post-9/11, there has also been a renewed focus on the whole notion of jehad itself. Unfortunately, the attempts from outside to link terrorism with Islam have obscured these debates within Muslim societies and intellectuals.

· Can proactive intellectual thought and ideas emanate once again from the Islamic World? It must, because for Muslims, state and society are inseparable from the faith. The dialectics of modernisation within Muslim societies and hostile perceptions from outside will create new formulations within Islamic thought. After all, innovations in art as reflected in architecture and calligraphy and literature from the Islamic world all reflects a diversity and an emerging self-confidence within Islamic civil societies. But they are still struggling against oppressive state structures and the entrenchment of a state-supported core of conservatism. Yet the winds of change can be seen all around. The danger is that the hostility of the West in the form of pressures, sanctions and conditionalities may undermine the move towards reform and provide more space to the fundamentalists and the obscurantists.

II – Resolving existing internal dialectics

· The issues of democracy and freedom of expression. The issue of democracy is becoming central to the debate not only on Muslim states but also within Muslim states. While each country has to evolve its own methods of representative government, the reality is that there is what Richard Haass calls a “democracy deficit” in the Muslim World, where only one of every four countries with a Muslim majority, has a democratically elected government.
 

· The dialectics of sectarian divides – is there such a thing as one Muslim Ummah? As Dr Mahahthir of Malaysia put it, “From being a single Ummah, we have allowed ourselves to be divided into numerous sects, mazhabs and tarikats, each more concerned with claiming to be the true Islam than our oneness as the Islamic Ummah.”
 Interestingly enough, for the rest of the world, these divisions do not matter when critiquing/attacking any Muslim state. In these perceptions, a Muslim state is not distinguished by its structures or creed – as the case of Turkey within the debate over EU membership exemplifies. But unless the Muslim states and civil societies begin to show tolerance and acceptance of their diversities as a means of a unifying universalism of Islam, they will remain divided and weak and, therefore, unable to meet the new challenges directed specifically at them from the rest of the world.

· Resolving the demands of nationhood with those of the Ummah. While the concept of Ummah has been central to Muslims, the Muslim World, as represented in the OIC, has failed to change the hierarchy of priorities within each member state. No Muslim country has made its national interests subservient to the demands of the Muslim world and the demands of solidarity.
 Perhaps the only cause that came closest to creating a viable solidarity amongst the Muslim states was the Palestinian issue, but even here we have seen this solidarity whittle away as individual Muslim states made their own peace with Israel. Had the OIC made peace with Israel collectively, at least some level of solidarity could have been maintained. 

The attitude of member states towards the OIC can be ascertained by the fact that despite having some of the richest states as its members, the Organisation is sometimes so short of funds that it fails to pay salaries to its staff for months at a time. As Saad Khan points out, “the member states are particularly frugal in defraying the basic annual contributions to the OIC budget.”

Also, members tend to use the OIC platform not only to further their national interests and customarily criticise their rival states, but also to indulge in squabbling with each other. This does nothing to bolster the unity of the Ummah within the civil societies of the Muslim states.
 The cleavages amongst Muslim states run deep. Yet, there is much to unite the Muslim World. As Dr Mahathir of Malaysia stated at the 10th OIC Summit (October 2003), the OIC can have “a common stand if not on all issues, at least on some major ones, such as Palestine. We are all Muslims. We are all oppressed. We are all being humiliated.”

· Resolving intra-Muslim World conflicts

This is a major problem today when global issues relating to terrorism and war focus primarily on Muslim states. While the framing of the whole issue of terrorism in a religious guise has been damaging to the war against terrorism – since it has created recruiting space for the terrorists – the fact is that it is the Muslim World that is the focus of this war. The issue is the prevalence of conflicts that remain unresolved and where Muslims are being discriminated against – such as Palestine, Kashmir, Chechnya, to name just a few of the major conflicts. So, looking to the root causes of terrorism is critical in order to resolve the existing conflicts and thereby undermine the terrorists’ milieu. Interestingly enough, none of these issues are primarily religious issues – instead they are political issues focusing on nationalism, liberation and the right of self-determination. But they have been given a religious guise, which has aggravated the elements comprising the conflict.

The Muslim World has to examine the main conflictual trends prevailing within their own states and societies. Each region has its own regional trends and often these have little to do directly with religion. For instance, amidst the African Muslim states, there are primarily ethnic and racial conflicts within Muslim societies and states. There are also conflicts between Muslim majorities and the minorities, again premised primarily on ethnic and racial differences but aggravated by the religious factor. In the Middle East, we have, within Muslim states, sectarian conflicts as well as struggles for democracy. In Central Asia we have the problem of new states with old power structures and the growth of Islamic nationalism. Afghanistan, of course, is a state that is in the throes of complete restructuring. In South Asia, the Muslim states have sectarian issues as well as struggles between fundamentalist forces and the forces of modernity – the latter themselves split into the so-called secularists and reformers. There is also the existence of a much larger neighbour with a strong Muslim minority. In Southeast Asia, there are problems based on ethnic-religio differences and a neighbourhood where there are violent Muslim movements for liberation in non-Muslim states.

Whichever level of the problem one looks at, while dialogues have so far produced little in terms of substantive shifts away from confrontationist postures, politics at regional, global and state levels has produced a continuing spiral of distrust and anger. So what can be done?

The role of Europe and Asia within this context happens to be extremely critical. They represent some of the major civilisations of the world. Even more important, over the centuries, through migration and imperialism, these civilisational influences have crossed continental divides so that both these continents now represent cross-cultural, cross-religion civilisational forms. 

That is why both Europe and Asia have critical roles to play if there is to be harmony and dialogue not only between civilisations, but also within civilisations – rather than clashes or conflict. In this context, more attention needs to be paid to the idea of alliance building focusing on understanding “the other”, at multiple levels: within states, amongst Muslim states, between Muslim states and the “West”. In the process of evolving an alliance, the nature of the dialogue that is initiated will have a positive foundation being contained within the notion of a cooperative framework – an alliance.

The nomenclature of the dialogue – at whichever of the four levels – has to also alter as it makes no sense to talk of a dialogue between Islam and “the West”. Also, what has been missing so far and what is needed is adherence to some basic principles: 

First and foremost is the issue of respect for basic human rights and human dignity. 

The notion of dignity is not something vague or subjective that is conditioned by one or another agenda or time period. The dignity of humans is not only enshrined in the major religions, but also in a universal moral principle embodied in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948. Article 1 of the Declaration states: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.”  

The notion of human dignity and human rights therefore are also inextricably linked with the latter referring to “the right each human being has to personal freedom, justice, etc.” These rights are there at birth and are “inalienable” – therefore cannot be restricted by the state or any other entity. Among the core human rights, and therefore, an intrinsic part of human dignity are the right to equality before the law and to equal rights; to freedom of religion, conscience, and opinion; to freedom of the press; to information and education; to freedom of movement, to equal opportunity, to legal rights especially that of freedom from arbitrary arrest, and so on. 
Equally important is the need to respect the dignity and rights of collectivities – be they religious, ethnic, cultural, etc. 

One important factor to remember is that there is a very basic limitation on all these rights – that human dignity and human rights of one individual or one collectivity cannot be at the expense of another individual or collectivity. In fact, at any given time, it is not unusual to find a dialectic going on among groups and individuals to assert their rights and/or protect them against the assertion of the other’s rights. And then we have a dialectic amongst assertions of different types of rights – e.g. respecting another’s religion vs. so-called freedom of expression. Hence the assertion that rights and assertion of human dignity is not unlimited – it needs to be limited to accommodate “the other.”

If the notion of human dignity and human rights is so intrinsically universal, then what is the problem – why the deficit?

The problem arises at two levels: 

One, within states – that is intra-civil society and state-civil society relations. 

The dominant group within a state can assert its identity in religious or cultural terms at the expense of the minority. Or, as happens in so many states, doctrines of class or racial superiority – be they embedded in religion or culture – lead to abuse of human dignity of the other, as well as deprivation of fundamental human rights like equal opportunity, etc. Sometimes this also leads to violence against the blighted minority. This is where the state needs to assert the primacy of human dignity and human rights of all its citizens. When the state itself is part of the problem, then there is a dilemma for humankind because in a system where states are seen as sovereign, how far is intervention viable? Because of international law – both international human rights law and humanitarian law – the state has certain obligations, but who will assert these against powerful states?

Two, the problem at the international level. 

When the international comity of nations is not prepared to move against states undermining the human dignity of individuals or groups, the deficit is further bolstered. This also happens when there is an intrinsic duality of standards that are applied – or when it is assumed that some are more morally superior to or more equal than others.

Again, when the powerful undertake actions that further heighten the poverty of some states, there is an exacerbation of the human dignity deficit. When the powerful do not allow even a level playing field for economic interaction, the poverty-wealth dialectics become heightened and hence the dignity deficit is highlighted.

But the problem of the human dignity deficit is also exacerbated when whole groups are condemned for repression and persecution by the actions of a few. 

Post 9/11, human dignity and rights, especially of collectivities, have seen growing infringements. There is a growing sense in the Muslim World and amongst Muslims living in Europe and the US, of being singled out for targeting, attack and discrimination. At the same time, especially in Europe, there is a growing sense that somehow the Muslims living there are at the very least, unable to accept the secular identity of Europe; and, in the worse case scenario, are actually seeking to destroy the secular ideal and the “freedoms” associated with this ideal.

The European dialectic is premised partly on a serious misperception that Europe has traditionally had of itself – that it is inherently secular. Under the garb of “secularism”, accommodation of “the other” is being denied. 

However, part of the problem also arises as a consequence of the socio-economic problems of the migrant communities which are aggravated by the strong religious identity of Islam that some of these communities hold. As the religious identity becomes a major factor in the social dynamics of Western states, a growing lack of accommodation of the other becomes more marked. While Muslim Europeans are seeking a more assertive religious identity, the non-Muslim majorities in Europe are moving towards denying their Muslim citizens even the basics of this identity.

And the only place that all this is leading to is a continual undermining of the basic human dignity of both groups of human beings – both the victims and those seeking to victimize on the basis of religion.

Second is the principle of respecting diversity, especially in terms of social norms both within civilisations and amongst different religions.

This requires introspection to understand why certain societies can separate church and state while others cannot. Understanding and tolerance have to be deliberately asserted at all levels of society – from the classroom to the political sphere.

These principles can be implemented into action through greater exchanges of religious leaders, students and political elites. The media can also be harnessed into providing specific space to “the other” and, finally, for the long term, greater multi-cultural, multi-religious, multi-sectarian projects need to be invested in terms of operationalising the concept of living with diversity in all societies and states.

Finally, perhaps the UN could set up an ombudsman-like structure to deal with complaints of intolerance, religious abuse and so on at the state and inter-state levels to sensitise the international community into tolerance for “the other” – for it is tolerance that will also bring respect for ‘the other”. 

� To name just a few of these dialogues: 


Dialogue among Civilisations, proposed by Iran


Alliance of Civilisations, proposed by Spain & Turkey


Interfaith Cooperation for Peace, proposed by the Philippines


Strategy of Enlightened Moderation proposed by Pakistan


� This discussion draws heavily on the exchange between Abou El Fadl and John L. Esposito on “Islam and Tolerance”. http://www.bostonreview.net/BR27.1/esposito.html


� Ibid.


� Richard Haass, “Democracy deficit in the Muslim World”, in Daily Times (Lahore, Pakistan).18 January, 2004.


� IPRI Factfile (Islamabad) October-November 2003, Volume V, No.10-11.


� Saad S. Khan, Reasserting International Islam. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001


� Ibid.


� For instance, during the 1980s, exchange of words were common between Iran and Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia, Mauritania and Morocco. In later years, we had exchanges between Uganda and Sudan, Iraq and Kuwait and so on – all of which pushed the real agenda of the OIC into the background.


� IPRI Factfile, op.cit.





