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Attempts to offer generalisations about ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’, as well as about relations between them, are often blighted by an insensitivity to the extreme complexity of the issues under discussion. All too frequently, one is confronted with essentialised or stereotypical images of ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’ which are constructed in such a way as to facilitate the development of an argument to which the speaker is already committed, whether it be in terms of a looming conflict of civilisations (as reflected in the writings of Samuel P. Huntington) or of a possible dialogue of civilisations (of the sort promoted by former Iranian president Mohammad Khatami). In the following remarks, I advance a rather different line of argument, which in its thrust is individualist: that labels such as ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’ are highly problematic; that individuals live simultaneously in a multiplicity of social worlds; that it is dangerously reductionist to think that the influences on most individuals can be summed up in simple labels; and that the pathway to understanding between individuals is to recover a sense of the distinctiveness of the different members of the human race, rather than to assimilate them to broader categories that are imperfect guides to a diverse and confusing world.

There is a perhaps-apocryphal story that when Gandhi was asked what he thought of Western civilisation, he replied that it would be a very good idea. In this anecdote, however, there is a useful warning about the danger of taking ideas such as ‘the West’ at face value, unless used explicitly as a convenient shorthand label for a particular constellation of states (see Saikal, 2003: 2). There is, of course, an historical narrative about the emergence of the idea of ‘the West’, which goes back to the schism in Christianity between Rome and Byzantium, between on the one hand Catholicism and the Protestant churches which split from it during the Reformation, and on the other hand the Eastern Orthodox churches which remained dominant in Eastern Europe. This long dominated thinking about ‘the West’, and became a matter of considerable controversy in nineteenth century Imperial Russia when the essayist Chaadaev sparked the so-called ‘Slavophile controversy’ by arguing in his First Philosophical Letter that adherence to orthodoxy had cut Russia off from the beneficial consequences of enlightenment and modernisation that has flowed from the Reformation in western European states (Walicki, 1980: 81-91). What is most striking for our purposes is that in this kind of discussion, ‘Islam’ barely rated a mention. Indeed, despite the experience of the Crusades, it was still quite possible for Muslims to figure as positive characters in European writings, most strikingly the character of Saladin in Sir Walter Scott’s The Talisman (Scott, 1956). Of course, over time there developed a fascination with the exoticism of ‘the East’ or ‘the Orient’ — a fascination neatly displayed in Montesquieu’s famous Persian Letters (Montesquieu, 1998) — and there are reasons to think that connections between ‘Western’ political thought and Islamic philosophy are deeper than is often appreciated (Springborg, 1992), but in popular discourse the notion of a distinctively Muslim ‘East’ is of relatively recent provenance, and owed much to the expansion of British, French and Dutch colonial power into India and Southeast Asia. 

While by the twentieth century, it was certainly possible to find works on ‘the West’ which reduced this notion to a core set of values — Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West comes to mind — the twentieth century also offered some stark lessons about the elasticity of the notion. In a press conference in November 1936 to mark the establishment of the Anti-Comintern Pact between Nazi Germany and militarist Japan, the German Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, announced that Germany and Japan ‘had joined together to defend “Western civilization”’ (Shirer, 1941: 69). This caused a certain amount of hilarity amongst the journalists present, and the reaction of his Japanese counterpart was not recorded, but given the vicious racialism of the Nazi regime, its particular standing as defender of any kind of ‘civilisational’ values was deeply suspect. But that said, it deserves noting that both the first and second world wars pitted against each other states which at first glance might have seemed to share at least a common ‘Western’ heritage, at least in the sense of having benefited from the effects of the Reformation. Thus in the First World War, Britain and France were part of the Allies while Imperial Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire were part of the Central Powers; and in the Second World War, Britain and France were allied until the fall of France in 1940, while Germany and Italy were part of the Axis powers. In analysing the two greatest conflicts in human history, the concepts of ‘East’ and ‘West’ are not especially helpful.

In a very detailed study of conceptions of ‘the West’ in international relations, Jacinta O’Hagan has argued that the West is ‘generally conceived of as a broad cultural and normative community’ (O’Hagan, 2002: 212), rather than in terms of territory, race, or political institutions, with the norms in question reflecting ‘the ideals of the European Enlightenment and the French and American revolutions’ (O’Hagan, 2002: 222). And it might be that many individuals have rather firm ideas about what such norms and values embody, irrespective of whether they regard them positively or negatively. But it is equally important to note that in any given case, there will likely be abundant scope for debate over which norms are the more relevant or significant: values, as Sir Isaiah Berlin argued, may well be incommensurable (Berlin, 1969). As a result, while some Muslim thinkers may have very firm views about what ‘the West’ means to them, the starker the views on offer, the more debatable they are likely to be in terms of concrete social realities.

Similarly, any essentialised notion of ‘Islam’ is likely to be misleading as well. At one level, of course, the Islamic religion offers both authoritative texts, and some methodologies of textual interpretation, which a cultural concept such as ‘the West’ inevitably lacks. But here again, the image of doctrinal certainty which this might convey is at best elusive, and arguably quite spurious. ‘Any text,’ writes Khaled Abou El Fadl, ‘including those that are Islamic, provides possibilities for meaning, not inevitabilities. And those possibilities are exploited, developed and ultimately determined by the reader’s efforts—good faith efforts, we hope—at making sense of the text’s complexities. Consequently, the meaning of the text is often only as moral as its reader. If the reader is intolerant, hateful, or oppressive, so will be the interpretation of the text’ (Abou El Fadl, 2002: 22-23).

Moving beyond the realm of canonical texts such as the Holy Qur’an offers an equally complicated set of images. Concrete communities of Muslims are no more homogeneous that ‘the West’. The notion of a unified ummah or community of believers has some potency as a form of existential utopianism, and to a degree is paralleled by the plea of groups such as Hezb ul-Tahrir for the re-establishment of the Caliphate in the sphere of political institutions, but it is far from being reflected in on-the-ground realities in the countries where Muslims dwell. On the contrary, Muslim rulers have long been reconciled to the reality of state borders separating Muslims from each other, and have quite easily adjusted to exercising political power in territorially-bounded units (Piscatori, 1986). And socially, the schisms that divide Muslims are as deep and distressing as any to be found in the modern world. The historical division between Sunni and Shia is reflected in the populations of many Muslim-majority states, and in a number of countries has taken a brutal form — notably Afghanistan under the Taliban, where 2,000 Shia were massacred in just three days in Mazar-e Sharif in August 1998 (Maley, 2002: 239-240), and in Iraq, where sectarian violence has claimed thousands of lives in Baghdad and beyond since the 2003 invasion of that country by the United States and some of its more reckless allies. This is not, of course, to suggest that such conflict is necessarily founded in doctrinal difference (although such differences plainly exist), but simply to suggest that the proliferation of distinct sectarian identifications amongst Muslims militates against the notion of an undifferentiated ‘World of Islam’.

But sectarian differences are by no means the only ones worth noting amongst Muslims. Islam as a faith is overlaid on a range of social complexities. The very spread of Islam beyond the Arabian peninsula led to the incorporation of extraordinarily diverse groups. Arabic is no longer the mother tongue of a majority of Muslims: the embrace of Islam by speakers of Persian, Urdu, and Bahasa has seen to that. This linguistic diversity is matched by astonishing ethnic diversity amongst Muslims, as well as diversities based on locality, gender, educational attainment, and socio-economic status. In some circumstances, a Muslim’s sense of self may be powerfully shaped by religious faith, but this is not necessarily the case in all circumstances. For many Muslims, Islam is a way of life reflected in important life-cycle rituals, but is not an ideology that determines how one should act in all circumstances. Where Muslims are minorities within wider Muslim populations, their religious practices and orientations may shift subtly in response to the incentives and stimuli which daily life produces (Klausen, 2005). And through processes of globalisation, Muslims are also being exposed to media and messages which can impact upon them in diverse ways (Roy, 2004) Ironically, the disposition to see only one ‘Islamic’ way of doing things is often a thread that ties radical Islamists to the most rabid Islamophobes on the far right of the political spectrum in so-called ‘Western’ countries.

When one looks at evidence of attitudes in Muslim countries, one point that emerges forcefully is that attitudes towards the major liberal democracies are divided in complex ways. First, not all countries are viewed in the same way. For example, the foreign policies of the United States set it apart from the Nordic countries, a point which even al-Qaeda made on the eve of the 2004 US presidential election. In the Arab world, anti-Americanism, far from involving a routine denunciation of all things ‘Western’, is strongly linked to concrete policy positions taken by the US Administration towards the Palestinians and Iraq (Lynch, 2007). Second, even attitudes to the United States are complex. On the one hand, democratic choice mechanisms designed to allow Americans to change their government without bloodshed are highly regarded by large numbers of Muslims who themselves have often been denied any such opportunity (Norris and Inglehart, 2004: 146). But on the other, many Muslims are appalled by what they see as the vulgarity of American popular culture and the breakdown of social institutions such as the family, which Hollywood projects — stereotypically if not stereophonically — to the four corners of the earth (Medved, 2002). This, oddly enough, unites such Muslims unwittingly with a range of social conservatives, in the United States and beyond, who are equally alarmed at what they see as pervasive cultural decay.

The practice of robust democratic politics in liberal democracies equally leads to a situation in which attitudes towards Muslims are divided. Some attitudes are grounded in pure ignorance. The notorious Australian populist Pauline Hanson recently responded to criticisms of an anti-Muslim rant by stating that there are ‘no problems’ with ‘Christian Muslims’ (ABC Radio National, 29 March 2007). And beyond such populists, there is no shortage of rancid commentators who can attract an audience by attacking Islam. But ‘Western’ opinion is equally rich both in arguments that defend a range of values that figure positively in Muslim writings (see Slaughter, 2007), and in powerful criticisms of the very policy settings that many Muslims also find distasteful (Holmes, 2007). And while some might wish to argue that Islam is radically incompatible with liberalism, there are respectable and cogent liberal voices which argue that a free society must be one in which diverse forms of societies can flourish, even if they are not internally liberal, as long as there is a right of exit from such societies for those who wish to leave (Kukathas, 2003). 

If both ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’ are problematic categories, then can we say anything useful about the prospects for ‘dialogue’? The answer is yes, as long as we remain cognisant of the limitations of what can be attempted and what might result. ‘Civilisations’ and ‘cultures’ do not and cannot talk to each other, and no one can ‘represent’ the whole of any religious tradition (Ramadan, 2004: 209). Dialogue involves concrete individuals, and the consequences of dialogue between them will depend on how much they absorb from the process, how much they are prepared to share with other people, and how receptive those other people prove to be. This in turn will be shaped by a whole range of factors, including the palatability of the message, and the intensity of any world views into which the listener may already be locked. ‘Interfaith dialogue’, as it is now commonly called, can have a number of different objectives. These can range from smoothing local relations in areas of active or potential friction to heightening an awareness of different faith traditions. It is prudent, however, to approach such exercises with realistic expectations. The effects, even if wholly positive, may be limited to the circle of active participants. In particular, to see such exercises as devices by which ‘moderates’ can be energised to confront ‘extremists’ within their own faith traditions is at best naïve. Very often the defining feature of religious moderates is that they see religion as relating to the relationship of an individual to the divine, and one realm of a much more multifarious life. To invite them to make religion an all-absorbing preoccupation (in a way that is necessary if one is to take on extremists with just such a disposition) is to invite them to shed one of the characteristics that mark them as moderate in the first place.

What is important is not just the substance of what is said, but the tone. Here, the standards that political rhetoric sets are often not be very high. The rhetoric of political leaderships is driven by a complex melange of factors, of which mobilising political support is often key. Here, alas, there are can be gains to make by demonising the Other, trading in stereotypes, and appealing to the lowest elements within one’s support base. Many faith groups have been on the receiving end of such bile, and in a few cases, the consequences have been terrible. But the temptation to slip into a demonising way of thinking is ever-present, and was fully on display in Australia during 2001 when refugees fleeing the Taliban and Saddam Hussein were nauseatingly traduced by ministers of the Australian Government as part of an electioneering strategy which sadly proved all too effective (Maley, 2004). Where political leaders are intent on using such tactics, ‘dialogue’ has an uphill task in clearing the wreckage which such destructive approaches leave in their wake. A respect for the dignity of others, and a humility in voicing one’s own perspectives, are good starting points in any dialogue. Civility may be all that we can expect. But it may also be all that we need.
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