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I. Introduction 

     No doubt there is a big misunderstanding between the people of the West and the people of the Islamic world. There are many causes for that. These include the kind of information available, the confusion made between the reality and the principle, old fears, more recent traumas, the Palestinian issue, different values.
II. New Western interests in understanding the Islamic world

     With the fading away of imperial power, which had made it possible for the West to despise other cultures, interest in Islam began to revive in the second half of the 20th century. The economic influence of oil rich Muslim states has provided, for the first time in the last few centuries, a practical motive for seeking to understand the Muslim world. But lately, the unfortunate terrorist actions of some people, with Islamic names, has been over emphasized and extensively used by the media to give a distorted image of Islam and the Muslims.

III. Reasons for reciprocal incomprehension

1. Bad information

     Information is available but sadly enough, the big bulk of information available in the West does not give a correct idea about Islam and the Muslims. In fact, they continue the distorted image born during the Crusades in the 12th century. This is done sometimes out of racism, narrowness of mind, ignorance or religious fanaticism, but often for political and ideological purposes. 

     In any case, those of the Westerners who see a need to build bridges across the frontiers, in this little globalized world, have to do a big effort to find the right information, the right words and the most effective means of communication. 

     The contemporary Muslim finds Western books showing an open and clear cut bias,(whether this arises from a narrow denominational point of view or as part of an attack on traditional  religion). He can find also other writers considered well-disposed but working on the unspoken assumption that Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, is the author of the Quran, the holy Book of that religion. To suggest that the Quran had a human author is to do away with the religion of Islam even if these writers show their admiration. At the same time there emerges, quite unconsciously, that note of amiable condescension whichever since the end of Empire Europeans have adopted towards the “backward” or “developing” people of the third world.
2. Confusion between Realities and Religions

     The Muslim who talks or writes about Islam may be accused of idealizing his faith and ignoring some perceived facts in the Islamic societies. These facts are related to practices, not to principles, and the speaker or the writer, has no obligation to defend or justify the manner in which the religion is practiced in a particular historical period by those of its adherents who catch the light and attract attention. Vice pays its tribute to virtue by masquerading behind the mask of religion or of a political ideology and wickedness is more secured when decently clothed and presented. 

     It would be counter productive to seek for arguments excusing divisions within the Ummah: - the Muslim world - wars between Islamic states, the brutality and hypocrisy of certain national leaders, the corrupt practices of the rich, or the hysteria of zealots who have forgotten the fundamental law of Mercy and the biding obligation to make use of the divine gift of intelligence. We live in an age of “fitnah” which means “civil commotion” or “fermentation” and bringing the scum to the surface is characteristic of the process of fermentation. 

     One should know that despite the fairly recent division of the Ummah into nation states (by the Western colonialists), Muslims still identify a man in terms of the religion into which he was born and not in terms of his nationality, let alone his racial origin. 

     Having difficulty to grasp the fact that there are people in this world not believing in God, Muslims generally refer to all Europeans as “Christians”. You would be surprised to hear Adolph Hitler cited as an example of how badly Christians can be and behave. By the same token, for the Westerners, everyone who happens to have been born in the Islamic world is described as a “Muslim”. Westerners take this designation at its face value, and shabby tyrants are seen as Muslims, though they are as distant from Islam as was Hitler or Mussolino from Christianity. The religion itself is judged -or misjudged- in terms of their behaviour. 

     The Faith is not always discoverable in the hands or the hearts of leaders and official spokesmen. Those who seek it would find it in the vast number of simple Muslims, men and women, faithful and compassionate. 

3. Old Western fears

     I am going to give you an idea about the first encounters between Islam and Christianity and the bad souvenir they had left in the European subconscious. These souvenirs are brought back, like ghosts, to keep alive the old animosity between the Latin Christendom and the world of Islam. Expressions like the “Resurgent Islam”, “the coming back of Islam”, “the threat of Islam” found every day in the news and as titles of books keep the spirit of hatred and fear alive. 
     Since Christianity came into possession of the Roman Empire until the seventh century nothing was supposed to stop the expansion of the Christian message. In the seventh century Islam did it. For the Christians the foundations of the world were shaken and the Arabs who had taken the old Byzantine colonies were later on compared to monsters devouring the Christian lands. 

     To confront the strong Islam, weak Christendom had only words. Islam was seen first as a heresy and later on as a false religion of satanic origin, and the Prophet of Islam as an Impostor or the Anti-Christ. All the resources of language were pressed into the service of a propaganda campaign which, to use the words of a Swiss writer, Gai Eaton, “might have brought a blush to the cheeks of the late Doctor Goebbels”. (Islam and the Destiny of man, 2001, p.23). 

     Within a century of the Prophet’s death in 632a.c, the Muslim empire stretched four and a half million square miles of territory extending from the borders of china to the Atlantic, from France to the outskirts of India, and from the Caspian see to the Sahara. The rapidity with which Islam spread across the known world of the seventh to the eighth centuries was strange enough , but stranger still is the fact that no rivers flowed with blood , no fields were enriched with the corpses of the vanquished. Thomas Arnold in his book Preaching of Islam describes how in all the Islamic conquests, there were no massacres, no rapes, no cities burned, no compulsory conversion. The Arab conquerors were on a leash. They feared God to a degree scarcely imaginable in our time. Their leaders were always repeating to them the injunctions of the Prophet Muhammad: not to kill a woman, a child, an old man, not to cut trees or burn a land …

     Where the Muslims passed they created a civilization and a whole pattern of thought and living which still endures. They decisively determined the future of Europe by giving her the necessary scientific and technological tools for the Renaissance and by barring the way  to the rich lands of the East and thereby provoking -many centuries later- the voyages of exploration to the West and to the South which were to nurture European power.

     By the year 720 the Muslims, after having taken Spain, crossed the formidable barrier of the Pyrenees and were stopped near poitiers by the Franks. In the centuries that followed, the threat to Western Europe was never far removed. Islam was the dominant Civilization and Christendom was closed upon itself. The Crusaders came to Palestine and were, two centuries later, driven out. In the thirteenth century the Muslim world was devastated by the Mongol hordes. Those were converted later on and became shampions of Islam as were the Turks. Constantinople fell in 1453 and soon the Ottomans entered in the European enclave, Belgrade was captured in 1521 and Rhodes in the following year. Sulayman the Magnificent entered Hungary and won a great victory at mohécs, and in 1530, Francis I, the French king, sought his support against the Habsburgs and encouraged Ottoman plans for the invasion of Italy. Few years later the Protestant princes negociated for Muslim help against the Pope and the Emperor .In 1683 the Ottomans besieged Vienna for the last time. The tide was turning and the treaty of Carlowitz signed in 1699 showed it. The world of Islam had already been on the defensive for some years and the defences were cracking; the British were in India and the Dutch in Indonesia, the Russians in the Balkans. 

     Europeans could not forget easily their long obsession with Islam. But the years of imperial powers were years of forgetfulness and yet we do not have to search far to find the familiar note of fear and detestation making itself heard again even in the midst of the glories of the Empire. John Buchan’s Green-Mantle was published in 1916 and eventually read by every English schoolboy over the following twenty years. This book dealt with a presumed threat to civilization more terrible than all the Kaiser’s troops, the threat of “Resurgent Islam.” The author was presenting to the children of Europe the Muslims as green-turbaned hordes crying Allah Akbar! and descending upon civilization to reduce it to cinders. To reinforce public opinion and popular beliefs is much easier than to change them.
     Throughout the greater part of their history, Muslims had no cause to be obsessed with Europe and, except during the relatively brief episode of the Crusades, could afford to ignore it. During the Middle-Age Muslim scholars, preachers and traders traveled safely throughout the world of Islam between Spain and Indonesia. Their adventuring made easy by the fact that hospitality and assistance to the wayfarer was a religious duty. (And still is today)
     Many, especially traders, travelled beyond the Dar-ul-islam, the lands of Islam. A traveller from Cairo could cash his notes of hand in Canton. But they kept to the civilized world and did not venture into dark Europe where they would almost surely have been killed. They must though have gained some knowledge of the region from the Christian scholars who used to come to the great universities in the Muslim world, and especially in Spain, in search of education. On the whole Medieval Europe beyond the Pyrenees appeared to be a region of barbarism. The Crusaders who invaded Palestine, savage in warfare, without respect for women and children, dirty in their habits, did little to alter the prejudices.

     Even before the Crusades, Said Ibn Ahmed of Toledo had written a book on the “categories of nations” dividing humanity into two kinds, those concerned with science and those ignorant of it. The first group included Arabs, Persians, Byzantines, Jews and Greeks, the rest of mankind consisted of the northern and the southern barbarians -the whites and the blacks. Frankish religion and philosophy never appeared to have some interest to any body. Writing at the end of the fourteenth century, Ibn khaldoun, one of the greatest historians of all time ignored Western Europe but mentioned that he had heard reports of some development in the philosophic sciences in that region of the world adding that “God knows best what goes on in those parts!”.  This was less than a century before Europe broke the bounds and “discovered” America. While numerous works had been translated from Arabic to Latin, almost nothing had been done in the opposite direction. 

     There was, no doubt, another reason for this lack of concern. Whereas the very existence of Islam was an intolerable affront to Christianity, Muslims, as part of their religion, had to accept Judaism and Christianity and willingly lived in peace with “the peoples of the books.” 
     While a Christian ready to believe that Muhammad was a true messenger of God would have been a heretic and good for the stake, a Muslim was obliged to accept the authenticity of Jesus. Muslim acceptance of Jews and Christians, particularly in Spain, was a question of religious obligation and not one of “tolerance” in the modern sense of the term; equally mandatory was for the Christians when reconquering Spain, to convert Muslims and Jews or to put them to death.
4. The awakening of Europe and Muslims
     While the Muslim world enjoyed a security seeming to last for ever, extraordinary things were happening in “those parts “of the world, to use the word of Ibn khaldoun. 
     Ironically, it was due to Islamic civilization that the “white barbarians” became able to start the process of fermentation necessary to build a civilization. All kinds of books in every branch of science existed in Arabic, originally written in Arabic or translated from Greek, Persian, syriac, etc. These books were in great number translated into Latin as early as the eleventh century. 

     What happened with the Europeans receiving the legacy of the Islamic civilization was very peculiar. Unable to integrate the “new learning” into its structure on a selective basis, as Islamic civilization had done, Christendom began to disintegrate. What has previously been no more than hairline cracks were forced open by ideas which the structure could not contain and European man, bursting all bonds, developed in directions never before tried or taken by humanity. 
     The Christian world in the process of fission generated immense material power. The Church of Rome could no longer impose restraints on the development of this power, which obeyed its own logic and its own laws. The energies released came into possession of the instruments produced by the uncontrolled growth of applied science and the industrial revolution and used them effectively in conquest and exploitation.

     During all these years of intense intellectual and material development in Europe the Muslims were having tough times. The Christian Reconquista of Sicily and Spain in the West, the Mongol and the Crusades in the East, followed by the Ottomans, contributed to some change in the structure of life. While the peripheral regions of Dar-ul-Islam came under alien rule, the heart land remained closed in upon itself, the princes in continuous internal conflicts leaving the population to poverty, ignorance and weakness. The eggshell protecting the Muslims was broken by Napoleon arriving in Alexandria, Egypt, in July 1798. The Egyptians could not stop him. It was Nelson, the Englishman who destroyed his dreams of a new Islamic empire with himself at its head. From then on there was no effective resistance but some heroic episodes: the Emir Abdul qader in Algeria, Shamyl in the Caucasus, Dipo Nagaro in Indonesia, the “Mahdi” in the Sudan. By the end of the First World War almost all Islamic world was under foreign domination.

     Muslims saw easily that they themselves were to blame. That guilt was joined to the humiliation of defeat and subjection. Had the Islamic world remained true to its faith and to the obligations of its faith, disaster could not have fallen so swiftly or so totally. Just as the disunity and internal rivalries of the Ummah had made possible the temporary triumph of the Crusaders in Palestine, so now these vices had laid it open to total subjection and would today, in the 21th   century, still frustrate all high ambitions. Islamic world cannot in principal be divided into separate and mutually hostile units without self-betrayal. A united Islamic world would not have been an easy prey.
5. Impact of Western colonialism
     The negative Impact of European colonialism on the natives subjected cannot be overemphazid. It was not simply a matter of physical conquest. The precedent powers which attaqued Muslims were militarily strong but culturally weak. Now, in their encounter with Western power, the Muslims met physical force joined to cultural dominance. The wound was very deep. Colonialism was for the Islamic World, as well as for the non-European World, (America, black Africa, etc…), an experience of tutelage to masters believing in the superiority of their own race over all other races, and in the superiority of their new born civilization over all others. 
     These new masters went in the Islamic world for different reasons, military, economical, strategic, branding the humanitarian slogan of “civilizing mission”, in order to improve the “ natives” who in our case was very civilized but in a different way, the Islamic way, much older than the European way. But the ethnocentricism and racism of the colonizers did not recognize any value for the non-Western civilizations. The new masters, so strange, so advanced technologically showed contempt for the deepest values by which these “natives” lived. Contempt for, even polite, for a creed or a deep rooted tradition is far more deadly than persecution. Although there were physical casualties in the colonization process, much more tragic was the destruction of the souls and the nourishment upon which human souls subsist. 
     The conquerors were not familiar to the subjected people, nor were they possessed by the sense of the sacred and the religious ideas. They appeared to be “people indifferent to the essentials but devoured by the inessential” to use the words of Gai Eaton (Islam And The Destiny of man p.34). They were immensely skilled in dealing with inessentials, like making the trains run on time. There was no way in which they could understand or be understood by people for whom the sacred took precedence over everything else.

     The Europeans withdrew, but left their sting behind. In abdicating, they tried to impose upon the newly independent nations entirely inappropriate systems of government and administration. Traditional patterns of rulership were broken and there was no question of restoring the old status. 

     The independence movements in the colonies and protectorates came into being, not through a return to indigenous values on the part of those concerned, but through the absorption of occidental ideas and ideologies liberal or revolutionary as the case might be. The process of Modernization - an euphemism for Westernization- was in fact accelerated and not halted by the withdrawal as one would think. The complexe of inferiority had been well ingrained in the natives and the desire to show the old masters that they are as “modern” as them pushed the enthousiasm at the expens of the old traditions and values. Imitation of the former masters was prevalent in the policy making of the new Islamic States. Western values remained the standard by which all are judged and governmental work carried on. 

     One glance at the charter of the United Nations is enough to show that it contains no one principle derived from any other source than the Western one. The opinions, prejudices and moral principles of the former colonial masters extended to their American offshoots and remained as powerful as were European arms in the past. A Muslim, Hindu,  Buddhist or an Eskimo Shaman, must conform to “civilized values” i.e. Western ones on pain of being condemned as “backward” or “uncivilized” which is a very potent word in the Muslim world as in elsewhere. Anti-colonialism prevented the natives seeking their independence from noticing that what matters most is the way in which their minds have been colonized. 

     The consequent traumas resulting in this intense conflict between Westernization and an authentic Islamization has been intensified by special circumstances, and affect almost every public manifestation of Islam today, on the intellectual level as on the political one. In the attempt to beat the West at its own game, alien ideas and ideologies are adopted and Islamized overnight, simply by taking the adjective “Islamic” onto them to give the impression to the Muslim masses that their Muslim identity is saved. One should bear in mind that in almost all the Muslim countries, those in power did not come through free elections and do not express their people’s needs and desires. Those in power have always been the first wishing to please the super Western powers for different reasons and thus accelerating the Westernization process on the expense of the yearnings of the large majorities of the populations who have been living for centuries knowing only the Islamic way of living and thinking even when not practiced exactly. 

     On the popular level, and less on the official one, defiance of the West is seen as the most effective way of re-asserting “Islamic values”, regardless of how deeply these values may have been corrupted, and regardless of the fact that hysterical behaviour in response to insults -like Salman Roushdy’s- is totally contrary to the spirit and ethos of Islam. That is why it is very difficult to disentangle what is truly Islamic from what is merely a convulsive reaction to the traumatic experience through which the Muslim world has passed.
6. Palestinian Issue

     We must add to this brief analysis other factors which keep old wounds open. Arabs in particular and Muslims in general, see that Western military and political power is still firmly established in the midst of Muslim lands under cover of the state of Israel. 

     The Palestine question is very fraught with emotion for every Arab and every Muslim. The existence of the state of Israel in Palestine is the key to the political orientation of the vast majority of Muslims in our time, the cause of most of the troubles which have afflicted the Arab world over the past half century and a constant factor of instability in the Middle East. The West might be less inclined to indulge in wishful thinking on this issue if it understood a little more about the Muslim perspective. 

     We have already said that the Muslim identifies and judges a man or a woman primarily in terms of their religion. Muslims, by opposition to the Western people, are not obsessed with race. Westerners, even when quite free from any hostile prejudices, automatically identify people in terms of their racial origin. 

     For Muslims a “Jew” is a faithful adherent of Judaism, just as a Muslim is an adherent of Islam, even if his grandfather happened to be a Jewish Rabbi, as was the  case with an eminent contemporary writer and scholar, the late Muhammad Asad, born Leopold Weiss. 

     For the West, Israel is the establishment of a homeland for the Jewish “race” as a just recompense for centuries of persecution at the hands of Europeans. What the Muslims see in Israel are European and American settlers established in a Muslim country with the support of the former imperial powers and maintained there by American arms. A “secular” Jew is, for the Muslim, a contradiction in terms. Moreover, most Israelis look like Europeans, talk like them, think like them and most important of all, exhibit those characteristics of aggressiveness and administrative efficiency which the Muslims associates with European imperialism. The parallel with the Crusades is painfully obvious. Westerners have again come to Palestine, and again occupy the holy city of Jerusalem-Al Quds. 

     Muslims think that the misfortunes of the Jews as a “race” were certainly not the fault of any Muslim. On the opposite, Muslims had always welcomed the Jews whenever they wanted to live with them, fleeing the Inquisition or any other European persecution. For Muslims, Europe’s guilt is Europe’s business and they do not see why they should be expected to suffer for it. Arabs think that it was easier for the white man to give away other people’s territory than his own.
     Many Muslims believe that Europe and the U.S. had supported the idea of the creation of Israel as a mean of ridding themselves of their Jewish populations. They know that historically Zionism arose as a reaction to anti-Semitism and that the sense of guilt prevailing in Europe and the U.S -which could have saved so many lives by an “open door” policy towards Jewish refugees fleeing the concentration camps- this sense of guilt made possible the establishment of the state of Israel on Palestinian lands on the expenses of the Palestinian population who had lived there long before the Arabs came in the seventh century. These Palestinians are the descendants of the ancient Canaanites, to whose “blood” (if we must speak in racialist terms) a dozen invading peoples added their quota: Philistines, Hebrews, Greeks, Romans, Persians, Arabs and Turks, to name but a few. The point to be made is that the Palestinians are not a people who took possession of the land by force; they had been “always” there. And lately in history, the majority was Islamized and the totality got arabized. In fact the term “Arab” is applied to anyone whose first language is Arabic, non wistanding his origin or his religion. 

     Another manifestation of the colonialist mentality for Muslims is the notion of settling people from elsewhere in a third world country against the wishes of the indigenous inhabitants. Arabs identifying with the Palestinians in their plight feel the humiliation of being treated as “natives” who could be pushed aside to make room for white men and women, humiliation  intensified by the failure of superior Arab forces to dislodge these “settlers”. Moreover, at the very time when Western imperial power was making a withdrawal elsewhere in the world, the Arabs were again forced to recognize their own impotence in the face of this power. Humiliation begets rage, and this rage is fueled with the violences perpetrated against the Palestinians and broadcasted every minute through Arab satellites. 

     This rage has been sinking deep roots even in the most distant outposts of the Muslim World. This Muslim bitter resentment is equally divided between the Jewish settlers themselves and the American Administration for without its support the state of Israel could not have survived in its present form. 

7. Agenda of victimization

     This Palestinian issue is the first item on an agenda of victimization to which Muslims believe they have been subjected over the past half-century after the tragic colonialist experience got over. This agenda includes events in Kashmir and India, in the Muslim’s majority new independent republics of the former U.R.S.S, Chechenia especially, the opposition to the potential Islamic governments in Algeria, Iran, Sudan, etc… and now the American occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan. But it is however the conflict in what was formerly Yugoslavia through 1992 and 1993 that provided final confirmation of what is seen as a calculated conspiracy. The regretful words used by the president Bush describing the military campaign against Afghanistan as a new “Crusade” was another proof of this war on Muslims. 

8. Muslims do not understand Western fears

     The Muslims are very surprised to see the Western paranoia regarding Islam. Muslims are very conscious of the many internal and external problems they are facing. They are conscious also about their own military and economic weaknesses. They cannot understand all the fear they cause to the West today. Yes, they have grievances towards the West and especially American policy in the Middle East, yes there are some enraged young Muslims expressing their grievances through acts of terrorism, which is strictly forbidden by Islam, but why all this fear? Unfortunately neither the “Islamic” governments nor the Western ones tried to go to the roots in order to understand the problem and to find a solution. “The War On Terrorism” would have complicated the situation and unleached apparently other terrorist activities. If we insist upon treating a particular human group as “the enemy” there is a real likelihood that he will eventually adopt the role we have thrust upon him. 

9. Salman Rouchdy

     I would like to speak about Salman Rouchdy’s phenomenon as a perfect case study in reciprocal incomprehension. The main issue, was that of free speech and more specifically, freedom of artistic expression. For reasons entirely understandable this freedom is cherished as a sacred -or neo-sacred- principle in Western culture. Since Islam had never had an Inquisition nor the severe constraints imposed on freedom of expression by a catholic church, Muslims could not understand the intensity of emotions aroused on this issue especially because of the fatwa of Khomeini calling for the assassination of the author.

     At the same time, Western culture cannot understand the Muslim belief that the word is an act. To speak or to write is an act comparable to all the other actions undertaken at every moment of our life. Muslims cannot understand that all constraints maybe removed from one of the most potent forms of action: the spoken or written word. A book may lead innumerable souls into spiritual darkness. The liberal Western culture has right to reject this perspective but the others also have right to keep their own perspectives. 

     The issue of the book “the Satanic verses” was one of insult to the Prophet of Islam. The Muslim is required to show forbearance in response to personal insults but he is not expected to show equal forbearance in the face of an affront directed to his dear ones especially when they cannot defend themselves. If he does not have the right to ignore insults to his parents, how should a Muslim respond to that obscene insult to one who is supposed to be dearer to him then his father and mother? 

     This affair brought to the surface another level of incomprehension. The Muslim cannot understand the modern Western art, particularly in the form of the novel, which became an instrument of self-exposure, and what is exposed is often inner sickness. The novelist works out his “complexes” in writing. He exteriorizes his despair and parades all the ugliness and disease present in his soul. For the Muslim, this freedom of expression is no more than a permission to vomit in public. This freedom of artistic expression is totally alien to the Islamic faith and culture.

IV. Conclusion 

     Thus we can see the long history of confrontation between Islam and the West. More important are certainly the marks they had left in the conscious or subconscious of people on both sides. What we should aim for today is the right knowledge of all the circumstances and a sincere will to go beyond the past and to solve the present problems in order to have a better future.
     The Quran says: “thus have we appointed you a community of the middle way so that you may beer witness to the Truth before mankind”. (II, 143) Islam is a “middle nation”, even in the purely geographical sense, spanning as it does the centre line of the planet; a “nation” which is the heir to ancient and universal truths and to principles of social and psychological stability, often betrayed but never forgotten, of which the modern world has desperate need. In its encounter with the West the world of Islam had been shaken, if not to its foundations, at least throughout its substance, but it has survived and can provide the West with the only fully surviving example of a different way of thinking, a different way of living and a different vision of the world. But before this can be done East and West should understand each other and respect their reciprocal specificities. This is necessary to be carried on to avoid any clash of civilization. 
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