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I. Modernity and Modernism?

Dominique Wolton, a contemporary French writer, sums up, in a clear fashion, what the notion of Modernity covers today: “Modernity is characterized by distrust, if not opposition, towards tradition; the primacy granted to the individual and the crucial importance of freedom; the belief in reason, progress and science, the three being linked together; the detachment of society with regard to the sacred and religion through the process of secularization; the enhancement of the value of change and discovery; and more generally, the primacy granted to self-reflectiveness and self-institution; finally, in the political level, the emergence of a private sector which is distinct from the public sector, the importance of law and state and the necessity of building and defending public liberties which are the conditions of democracy”, La Dernière Utopie, Flammarion, 1993, p.71.


We understand, in this quick examination, how modernization and modernity constitute the foundation of the Western contemporary history. Modernization was in its origin a revolution. Being an expression of rejection, it actualized itself against an order, political and religious. Every barrier stripped away was a gain of liberty. It conveyed, at the same time, an unlimited optimism and a profound faith in man. Without any other authority, except its spirit and without any other norm except the real, modernization was apt to establish values and fix limits for the good of humanity.


As with all revolutions, this one has not escaped excess. The means of liberation became ends in themselves, in an amnesia of any normative value. Liberty has called for more liberty and change has engendered change. Efficiency and productivity became the measure of the “good”. “Growth” is itself justified within a process that gives privilege to the most extreme pragmatism. “Rationality” has become “the Truth”, and “progress” the meaning and value. This new ideology born in the 20th century is called Modernism. It is a distortion of the first élan but it is the logical result. Defenders of Modernization, because of historical data, have wanted to cut themselves off from any reference in order to rush forward to the future in all freedom. In the name of this freedom, the followers of modernism have made of this élan the reference itself, the only reference. It is called “growth, progress, science or technology”.


The Rationalization that is elevated to the rank of an infallible doctrine marks its own limits, and man, who was supposed to become the master of the game, is outrun by the logic that he set in motion. The forces of attraction combined with “efficiency, productivity, growth, investment and consumption” dispossessed man of a part of his humanity. Without references, in search of new values and ethics, he is subjected to the meaning of progress and the march towards the future, more than he decides them.

II. Modernity and Islam?

The West has given the world a particular form of modernity partaken of its history and points of reference. Another civilization can, from within, fix and determine the states in a different fashion. This is the case of Islam today.


The question becomes then: Can the Muslim World accedes to Modernity without denying some of the fundamentals of the Islamic culture? To know if this is possible, we have to see the points of convergence and divergence between Western and Muslim concepts. As we have fixed the acceptance of the concepts of Modernity and Modernism, so evident in appearance, we have to do so for the concepts of the Islamic culture, so foreign in reality.

III. Some Major Concepts in the Islamic Culture

1. Transcendence of the Creator and Gerency of Man
The existence of the One, Creator God is the dogma of Islam. The principle deriving from this is that the whole universe belongs to God who is, by essence, the Owner. The Quran associates always the Divine Ownership of the heavens and earth, the sacred dimensions of beings, the elements of creation and the recall of the destiny of man.

The believer perceives that the whole of the Creation is sacred and that he should use the elements with respect and gratitude. Man is, as the Quran says, but the gerent that should give account of his acts. The believer lives in a universe whose entire elements are signs whenever he remembers God. The elements are sacred as soon as the memory of faith is invoked. They become profane by forgetfulness and negligence. This shows how great is man’s responsibility. In addition to the trust of faith, he should give account of his management of the world. Man is certainly free, but it is a freedom that has its requirements. “Submission”, which is the literal translation of the word “Islam”, is the acknowledgement of this essential order: to “submit” is to accept the freedom to be human and responsible before the Creator.


The order of the universe and the sacredness of the elements which ought to be respected, the limits that ought not to be transgressed are, in the consciousness of the faithful, the rights of God on the whole creation. To make one’s life and freedom a daily witness of this acknowledgement is the responsibility of man.


The sacred permeates the profane, the sacred dimension is omnipresent. To understand the sacred is in fact to grasp form within the universe of human responsibility. It is in this universe that reason must move. The only thing that would hinder it from proceeding ahead, understanding, analyzing and always pushing to search further, is the imperative to always respect the equilibrium of signs and the harmony of nature. God made this universe sacred, just like life and so it will remain until the end of time.


Such are the fundamental teachings of “Tawhid”, the Unicity of God, and such are the consequences on the cultural plane. Many people are surprised to hear and notice that Muslims still nourish themselves from the living sources of an exacting monotheism, one that influences daily the human being, even beyond the concrete practice of religion. Some would like that Islam “progresses” and “secularizes” itself by means of a real “critical” analysis of its points of reference. The Islamic universe does not reject “progress’ nor “criticism” but it fundamentally contests that reason should alone determine the Norms and fixes the Good without any transcendental finality.

The West needed this “revolution” of “Modernity” in order to accede to the freedom of being able to believe, act and search. The Islamic civilization has known none of this and by the nature of its message it has encouraged all the faithful, to understand, experiment and learn, this while nourishing themselves with a remembrance of meaning and finalities.

2. Spirituality
This central notion of the Unicity of God and its daily expression have consequences on the concept of life that renders the world of Islam resistant to the evolution and influence of Western culture. Faith and reference to God, the idea that the sacred is not uniquely in rituals, but rather in any act that preserves alive in one’s conscience remembrance of the Creator, all this nourish the daily existence of men and women and give strength and meaning to their spirituality.

In the Muslim world there remains a very strong imprint of the religious points of reference: This life is not the only life, each person will have to account, one day, for what he has done with his wealth, body and soul. Life and death have a meaning, the meaning of a trial and the action of good.

One of the reasons Muslims are so attached to their religion is that it engages them to live in harmony while taking into account all the elements of their humanity. Living without forgetting death, meditating without neglecting the action of good and justice, knowing oneself to be alone and living among men, nourishing one’s spirit as one nourishes one’s body and remaining exacting in one’s search for balance.

To be linked to values is to go beyond reductionist individualism, love of goods and money and the new cult of sexuality looking just for pleasure. Monotheism and the Quranic reference give a peculiar energy to Islamic spirituality. It prefers Faith to forgetfulness, being over having, finality over means, solidarity over individualism and quality over quantity.

Nothing is said, in the West, about these aspects of Islamic culture. This reductionist attitude is wanted by the powers to be and taken over by the media to make out that between the world of progress and that of Islam there is nothing but future conflict. One has to understand why Muslims are opposed to the present expression of westernization. They have nothing against the technical means possessed by the West. On the contrary, they admire it, want to have it and enjoy it. But to which they cannot adhere are the modalities of their use through the will of power, domination and gain, very often to the detriment of the dignity of human beings. The message of Divine Unicity, invigorating the daily life and spirituality of millions of Muslims holds in itself the firm exactness of a human and just management of the world. Against the “hidden” polytheisms that make out of power, nation, science, technique, money, pleasure and comfort as many gods to which is devoted a publicity-based and financial cult, the Islamic spirituality is a true enterprise of liberation.

3. The Quran and the Sunnah (Traditions of the Prophet)
The Quran, for Muslims, is the Word of God, revealed in stages to the Prophet Muhammad over a period of 23 years through the intermediary of Angel Gabriel. In this sense, the Quran represents for the Muslims, an absolute word that gives and takes meaning beyond the events and contingencies of history. The Revelation deals with all spheres of human activity: the spiritual and economic order, the social project and the political representation. The word of God is absolute and definitive, its application to given situations is governed by built-in-rules and a mechanism that ensures the harmony between the objectives and principles behind the injunctions and their specific application in given situations. That is how the Prophet Muhammad, his companions and the first jurists have understood it

The Sunnah (the Traditions of the Prophet Muhammad), the second source of the Islamic law, allows one to better approach the objectives of the Revelation. In fact, by analyzing what the Prophet said on such or such an occasion, or how he acted, or what he approved or disapproved, we are in a better position to understand the meaning as well as the extend of the Divine injunctions. In the same vein, jurists have exerted themselves to extract from the sayings, deeds and decisions of the Prophet the principles that allow Muslims to live with their time and environment while still remaining faithful to his teaching.

The constant reference to the Quran and the Sunnah is not an obstacle neither a negation to change. The establishment of general principles is a fact that is proved in the modalities of juridical readings of the Quran and the Traditions, and confirms the requirement of “Ijtihad”: The effort of personal reflection on situations that neither the Quran nor the Sunnah mention.

4. Ijtihad: Between the Absoluteness of Sources and the Relativity of History
Islamic law, which is talked about so much today, is in the first place all the general rules stipulated by the Quran and the Sunnah. Within a short space of time, as many complex issues and challenges emerged, jurists developed a method and established principles of research in the subject of law. In the absence of textual reference, it is for the jurist to rationally harness a regulation in tune with the time and place, but on which does not betray the teachings and spirit of the two fundamental sources. Jurists ought to respond to the questions of their time by taking into account the social, economical and political realities then pertaining.

From the beginning and up to the present time, Islam has always required its faithful to concretely and rationally think their relation with the world and with society.

5. Morality
Morality, reference to good and evil, is a central domain of Islamic teaching. Yesterday, just as today, there are limits and prohibitions. Admittedly, permission comes first, but there are things that one does not do and does not allow to be done; social, political and economical liberties must be exercised in accordance with respect for certain rule. Islamic culture places morality at the origin. It is the first object of Revelation, and through its intermediary, an orientation is indicated through the principles of being stipulated in the world of men.

The best community in the sight of God is one who is “bidding what is right, forbidding what is wrong and believing in God” [3:110]. The moral act is testimony of Faith. The Quran and the Sunnah convey general principles pertaining to both the cultural and the social affairs domains. The Muslim concept of the world, developed throughout these sources, is the way Muslims express their rapport with God, nature, other communities and which, by extension, they convey in sciences, techniques, arts and the whole social, economical and political framework.

These are rapidly the major concepts shaping the Islamic culture. Do they mean that this “traditional” culture has to be in conflict with the Western-“Modern” one? I don’t think it is necessary at all but let us see why there are people talking about the “coming” clash between these two civilizations.

IV. A Clash of Civilization?

Much has been said, after the fall of the communist regimes, about the future new enemy confronting the West (is it a real necessity to have one?). The Islamic universe, through its concept of the world and the fervor of its Islamists “militants” contests the liberal society. One knows, the thesis of Huntington announcing the new era of the clash of civilization. Islam is presented therein as a threat and the future appears, in his theory, to be somber. Numerous are those who repeat this thesis despite its lack of sound foundation. They like to represent Islam as leading to servitude; desolation and contempt while the Western Civilization represent the “Right” (as opposed to wrong). For the Huntingtons, Islam, in claiming its social and political expression, cannot be anything except a promise of fundamentalism and extremism, which the West, being liberal and open, commands to resist. Such crudely simplifying analysis manipulates concepts below the surface of their “media” sense, and ends up saying nothing except what is repeated by all the dictators of the Arab countries: Resisting what is presented as an “Islamist” danger which through a will of “dangerous purity”, puts in peril “progress, liberty, thought, culture and humanism”.

Fortunately, this is not the only analysis available in the West. In the US, there are some very well known specialists like J. Esposito, J. Voll, Y Haddad, E. Said, N. Chomsky and other who present a much more objective views of the tensions between Islam and the West and the best way to deal with them in order to live in peace. But what are those tensions? Why do they exist? Are Muslims just troublemakers? Are they looking for a clash with the West? What do they want exactly?

V. The West in Muslim’s Eyes

Seen from the viewpoint of the Islamic world, relations with the West are quite complex. On top of religious and cultural considerations, one must take into account a particularly heavy historical legacy and sentiments that are not always clear or mastered. Attraction, to the point of fascination, exists next to the most radical rejection.

1. Attraction
The majority of Muslims living in countries of the South, share with all the inhabitants of the third world, a kind of fascination for Western progress in the broader sense. Muslims admire the standard of training and breathtaking competence, the incredible technical performance, the respect for the human person, the very comfortable daily existence and organization of all domains of life, etc…

2. Rejection: Identity Based Reaction
But the Western mode of being holds, in essence the germs of a formidable tension: in the world of Muslim points of reference, the elements of its seduction are the main causes of its rejection. Faced with the torrent of images and information, especially the “artistic” productions of Hollywood, coming from the North and demonstrating little occupation with God, the reaction of the Muslims was one of protecting themselves from the Western drifts. Muslims cannot accept the Western lifestyle feeding itself by and through seduction, in order to awaken man’s most natural and primary instincts and desires: Social success, will power, freedom, sexual desires, the morals of the liberal economy leading to an inflation of violence, money and sex.

Muslims are opposed to the Western cultural invasion and refuse the colonization of minds and morals that are being imposed today though the media and the so-called programs of aid and cooperation between the West and the autocratic regimes.

But the Muslim’s position is not, in itself and solely, of a reactive nature. They first insist on asserting their religious and cultural adherence and on seeing them respected in countries of Muslim majority. They are for Islam and not against the West: the difference is huge in that the assertion of the Muslim universe is not achieved here through the negation of the Western universe, but rather through the acknowledgment of plurality. Their statements, directed towards the North, go along the same lines: to admit the Islamic point of reference is tantamount to accepting the legitimacy of identities outside rationalist and liberal logic. Would the West be ready for such an acknowledgment? Or would the West consider any identity assertion, not responding to American and Western “universals” as, in itself, being anti-Western?

3. Muslims’ Grievances Against the West
Relations between the West and Islam suffer from a discrepancy that ought to be analyzed for what it is. There are issues related in the same time to politics and human rights which are giving rise to the feelings of hostility and rage encountered in the Islamic world toward the West and more specifically toward the USA. What you are about to hear from me now might shock you. 

a. Human Rights Issue: Muslims are seeing governments in the West “playing” with the issue of human rights. They are referred to in a selective fashion according to the objective alliances that countries in the West have with such or such a dictator in the South where “democratic facades” are supported while the people and opposition are suffocated with daily repression. How should the Muslims feel when they hear the powerful of our planet speaking about Human Rights, Freedom and Democracy, while they are backing and collaborating with the most evil terrorist or corrupt regimes? Nations are put under embargoes because they are not yielding to the Americans or the Europeans. On the other hand, there is a haste to welcome the oil-producing countries that apply totalitarian and shameful policies. We see it confirmed every day: it is strategic interest and raw materials, especially oil products, and weapons that have more price than the right of a man, his choice and freedom, which are sacrificed on the altar of interest. Humanitarian aid, itself, in all its forms, is subject to the reality of “strategic interest”. Afghanis, Sudanese, Iraqis, Libyans (all Muslims) can starve. It is a “collateral damage” worth the price, as Madeleine Albright had declared one day. Muslims see that “Human Rights”, these beautiful principles, are emptied of their content. They are good only for a small number, living in the developed world. Outside, they are played with, according to a variable geometry.

b. International Crisis in Muslim Lands: Many events occurred in the last decade that had nourished religious and cultural identification and marked the Muslim consciousness at what was viewed as the contradictions and two geared policies of the West. They aroused these feelings of hostility and anger towards the West who does not always make the necessary effort to understand these feelings and why they are there. To explain them by “they hate our freedom and democracy” is just turning a blind eye to the truth and reality of things. Among these events are: The Gulf war, Bosnia, Algeria, Palestine, Afghanistan and now Iraq.

The Gulf War: The allied operation, after the invasion of Kuwait on August 22, 1990 by Saddam Hussein’s army, has marked minds in the Islamic world. The “discrete massacre” of the Iraqis comes close to three hundred thousand dead with an embargo that kill every day the most poor, plus the incredible armed mobilization with, in addition, the American presence in Saudi Arabia, all contributed to the Muslim enlightenment about the new order of the world. And the world watched a worthy operation in the defense of the rights of people “people with oil!”.

Bosnia: What to say, in comparison, about Bosnia? In the interval of only a few months, the fierce determination of the allies, the U.N. and the whole “civilized” world gave way to procrastination, never-ending discussions, superficial disagreements, the betrayal of promises and desertion of Bosnian-Muslims when the most terrifying information and images were broadcast every day to the entire world. Added to this an arm embargo preventing Bosnians from defending themselves against the cruelty of the Serbs. Bosnia, in the Muslims’ eyes, appeared as a tangible proof of the fact that a clash is going on and that the West is clearly at war against Islam. Bosnia had the effect of an earthquake. Identity assertion, born out of the spectacle of such disaster, is often reactive, nervous and unfortunately given to conflict. Can it be otherwise?

Algeria: It has been forgotten that there were, in Algeria, the beginning of a democratic progress and elections at the end of 1991. But when the Islamist movement won 70% of the vote in the election, a coup d’etat was carried on by the military under the instigation of all the powers fearing an Islamist government. Carnage is still going on to that day and it is supposed to be better than an Islamist government. But who hijacked democracy in Algeria? Algeria has been a sign among others of selective interpretations, orchestrated lies and sustained conflicts. Algeria is today the birthplace of a culture of reciprocal mistrust. Would the West let the world of Islam decide its own fate? Will Muslims declare a merciless war against Western civilization? Such fears are, from now on, legitimate, as are the fractures real.

The Palestinian Problem: The conflict about the creation of the State of Israel on Arab land, the Israeli occupation of the little part of land allotted to the Palestinians, the escalating violence and the denial of human rights to the Palestinians, the refusal of a fair settlement of the conflict, the blind Western and specially American support for Israel have created great feelings of injustice, distrust and hatred towards the “powerful of the planet” sharing the responsibility of the plight of the Palestinians, put out of their homes and killed every day. Muslims are revolted and frustrated to see Israel acting without any consideration to the UN resolutions, or to any human rights for the Palestinians, and at the same time not incurring any embargo, sanction or international coalition to oblige her to respect international laws. It is an every day ordeal for Muslims to see Palestinians: children, women and men killed by Israelis using American F-16s and Apaches and other notorious American weapons.

War on Terrorism in Afghanistan: Bombarding and destroying Afghanistan, already on the edge of starvation and in complete ruin after so many years of war against the now defunct Soviet Union, and civil wars, this war on terrorism looking for the once American backed Ben Laden, the assumed responsible for the horrendous acts of 9/11, seemed for Muslims another “Crusade” against Muslims.

All these events, added to the memory still alive of colonialism, can explain the hostile feeling Muslims have towards the West, seen as an oppressor. Some extremists can’t take it any more and explode in “terrorist acts”. It is a little bit naïve to want a better tomorrow and a serene future for our planet and then turns a blind eye on the real state of the world and on relations between Islam and the West. Tension is noticeable and no day goes by, in the West, without reference to Islam and the “fundamentalist danger” and the “Terrorism” associated to it. Westerners have heard so much talking about the “Islamic Peril” that the universe of Islam appears to them to be suspect, cumbersome and hostile. The fracture is as much in people’s mind as it is in the geo-political and economic stakes at play.

VI. Islam in Western Eyes

1. Different Status of Religion
The Western culture that has done so much to liberate itself from dogmas, has now difficulty in grasping the presence or the return of the “religious”, and especially in the Islamic world, seeing the numbers, influence, strategic stakes, the rapport of forces and the historical legacy. The affirmation of the Islamic principle of Unicity of God and Transcendence shakes the foundations of the “liberal” universe. This is the tension that concerns mostly the hegemony of Western culture. The Islamic culture with its reference to the Quran and the Traditions of the Prophet, with its concept of the world and human being, with its history, is not reducible to the cultural terminology or semantic categories of the USA or Europe. For the first time the Western culture is contested.

2. Islamist Movement
The same apprehension is also noticed at the political level. There is awareness about the transnational phenomenon of so-called “Islamist” mobilization. If armed mobilization is the act of some small groups, political opposition referring to Islam have a very important popular legitimacy in countries adhering to Islamist political demands formulated by opposition that rejects violence and wants to follow legal means. The powers in place know the strong representativity of these movements and play on hotchpotches in order to stop their participation in real democratic consultations. This legitimate popular Islamist movement is opposed to the powers in place as to the Western policy of support to dictatorships and the unjust management of resources.

The alliances, South-South, around Islamic points of reference are from this moment on achievable. The superpowers are clearly aware of this, just as they also know that many interests are at play. In order to justify their policies, they have used the strategy of demonizing: Islam is a step backward, committed Muslims are obscurantists or suspects; women suffer the worst kinds of discrimination, etc… Behind this description are hidden important stakes and pernicious intentions. It is a question of justifying policies of influence and dubious support, instigated wars, violation of rights and all kinds of endorsement. This strategy has borne fruit but the consequences are out of control: The phenomena of radicalization that had been nourished, encouraged and on the basis of which such or such political decisions are explained, promises tomorrows of confrontation whose greater part of responsibilities lies with the West.

3. Role of the Media
In this enterprise, one cannot insist too much on the decisive and dangerous role of the media. The mastery of information on a huge scale is a formidable power that is devolved today upon some agencies, of western majority and which, obviously, present a certain point of view of the state of the world. The image, the succinct commentary and speed have taken over text, in depth analysis and holistic comprehension. Simplification and caricature have become the rule at a time when there is an urgent need for nuance and reflection in the face of complexity.

The media, thus, forms public opinion and nourishes fears. It is Television that makes “a subject”, and in relation to the latter, the public becomes agitated, pronounces itself or thinks. For about a decade or two, Islam and Muslims have begun to be the phenomena in vogue and are presented as a danger, especially after 9/11.

Some journalists and writers, more in Europe than in the US, try to go to the limits of analysis. Being committed, they understand what is at stake and feel that something is hidden, that the reality is not what is being said and that there is often a coalition between Western powers, political interests, multinational societies, the producers of armaments and the dictatorships of the South. The cases of the great media tools whose shares are owned by armaments producers are not rare. Their interpretation of the world is not innocent and their engagements are not fortuitous. Those journalists, researchers and intellectuals refuse the cynicism of these interested positioning. At a time of fears, withdrawal and rejection, they are opening a horizon of hope. We must salute their sincere efforts.

VII. Conclusion: Dialogue and Cooperation, Necessity and Possibility

In the Western world, many came to realize that the modernist culture, built around the process of secularization, not only liberated the social field from religious seizure but also allowed the contestation of the soundness of its morality. Today many Westerners realize that they no longer have the power to “master their mastery” of nature and techniques. Today’s epoch is of great fright whereby we are aware that “everything is possible”; that progress has developed techniques that can lead us to an even worse scenario: to the destruction of nature and man.

Fundamental reflection becomes urgent and incumbent upon us all. It is interesting that the beginning of the new millennium is seeing a revival of ethics and a new sense of responsibility coupled with the question of survival.

The paths that have been so separated are now joining with one another. The original ethical reference of Islam joins the moral questioning of reason to the vicinities of limits and possible catastrophes.

An imperative dialogue capable of establishing relations of partnership in order to fight against scientific, technical and economical drifts can be very fruitful.

Numerous preoccupations are shared between Western and Muslim people. Without minimizing the differences between the religious points of reference, the cultural foundations social, political and economical dynamics, men and women of good will find convergent domains of action that, more than dialogue, should allow common stands and engagement.

The vivid forces of opposition to frantic and aimless “scientism”, “economism”, “technician society”, and “Progress”, which, from intellectuals to scholars, express themselves and struggle in the West, can find in the Muslim world partners whose existence they do not even suspect. They can work together to create a front of resistance to a liberalism without a soul, one which considers natural that the world imposes “sacrifices”, and that there must, therefore, be some who are “sacrificed”. 

Islamic culture can contribute to a better world: A culture that is still nourished by a sacred spell of the world, that is morally exacting, ecological by essence, humanist through Revelation, present and significant in the intimacy of more than a billion beings; such culture, partakes of the dynamism of the future.

Being linked to God and wanting to give daily meaning to His existence is tantamount to striving for peace. It is in the same élan, resisting all injustices and lies. A peace based on injustice and falsehood is not peace. It is rather a resignation of conscience. With different cultures, we cannot content ourselves with pretences: equity is an imperative, and, transparency a duty. We hope that consciences will become more enlightened before catastrophes occur.

May the peace of God as well as His Mercy and Blessings be upon all of us.
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