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EDWARD W. SAID

behavior promotes “an I[slamic order reduced to a
penal code, stripped of its humanism. aesthetics,
intellectual quests, and spiritual devotion.” And this
“entails an absolute assertion of one, generally de-
contextualized, aspect of religion and a total disregard
of another. The phenomenon distorts religion, debases
tradition, and twists the political process wherever it
unfolds.” As a timely instance of this debasement,
Ahmad proceeds first to present the rich, complex,
pluralist meaning of the word jihad and then goes on
to show that in the word’s current confinement to
indiscriminate war against presumed enemies, it is
impossible “to recognize the {slamic - religion, society,
culture, history or politics — as lived and experienced
by Muslims through the ages.” The modern Islamnists,
Ahmad concludes, are “concerned with power, not
with the soul; with the mobilization of people for
political purposes rather than with sharing and alle-
viating their sufferings and aspirations. Theirs is a very
limited and time-bound political agenda.” What has
made matters worse is that similar distortions and
zealotry occur in the "Jewish” and “Christian” universes
of discourse.

It was Conrad, more powerfully than any of his
readers at the end of the nineteenth century could
have imagined, who understood that the distinctions
between civilized London and “the heart of darkness”
quickly collapsed in extreme situations, and that the
heights of European civilization could instantaneously
fall into the most barbarous practices without prepa-
ration or transition. And it was Conrad also, in The
Secret Agent (1907), who described terrorism’s affinity
for abstractions like “pure science” (and by extension
for “Islam” or “the West"), as well as the terrorist’s
ultimate moral degradation.

For there are closer ties between apparently warring
civilizations than most of us would like to believe; both
Freud and Nietzsche showed how the traffic across
carefully maintained, even policed boundaries moves
with often terrifying ease. But then such fluid ideas,
full of ambiguity and skepticism about notions that we
hold on to, scarcely furnish us with suitable, practical
guidelines for situations such as the one we face now.
Hence the altogether more reassuring battle orders (a
crusade, good versus evil, freedom against fear, etc.)
drawn out of Huntington's alleged opposition between
[slam and the West, from which official discourse drew
its vocabulary in the first days after the September 11
attacks. There’s since been a noticeable de-escalation
in that discourse, but to judge from the steady amount

of hate speech and actions, plus reports of law enforce-
ment efforts directed against Arabs, Muslims and
Indians all over the country, the paradigm stays on.

One further reason for its persistence is the
increased presence of Muslims all over Europe and
the United States. Think of the populations today of
France, Italy, Germany, Spain, Britain, America, even
Sweden, and you must concede that [slam is no longer
on the fringes of the West but at its center. But what is
so threatening about that presence? Buried in the
collective culture are memories of the first great Arab-
Islamic conquests, which began in the seventh century
and which, as the celebrated Belgian historian Henri
Pirenne wrote in his landmark book Mohammed and
Charlemagne (1939), shattered once and for all the
ancient unity of the Mediterranean, destroyed the
Christian-Roman synthesis and gave rise to anew civil-
ization dominated by northern powers (Germany and
Carolingian France) whose mission, he seemed to be
saying, is to resume defense of the “West” against its
historical-cultural enemies. What Pirenne left out, alas,
is that in the creation of this new line of defense the
West drew on the humanism, science, philosophy,
sociology and historiography of Islam, which had
already interposed itself between Charlemagne’s world
and classical antiquity. Islam is inside from the start,
as even Dante, great enemy of Mohammed, had to
concede when he placed the Prophet at the very heart
of his /nferno.

Then there is the persisting legacy of monotheism
itself, the Abrahamic religions, as Louis Massignon
aptly called them. Beginning with Judaism and
Christianity, each is a successor haunted by what came
before; for Muslims, Islam fulfills and ends the line of
prophecy. There is still no decent history or demys-
tification of the many-sided contest among these
three followers — not one of them by any means a
monolithic, unified camp — of the most jealous of all
gods, even though the bloody modern convergence
on Palestine furnishes a rich secular instance of what
has been so tragically irreconcilable about them.
Not surprisingly, then, Muslims and Christians speak
readily of crusades and jihads, both of them eliding
the Judaic presence with often sublime insouciance.
Such an agenda, says Eqbal Ahmad, is “very reassuring
to the men and women who are stranded in the middle
of the ford, between the deep waters of tradition and
modernity.”

But we are all swimming in those waters, Westerners
and Muslims and others alike. And since the waters

are part of the ocean of history, trying to plow or divide
them with barriers is futile. These are tense times, but
it is better to think in terms of powerful and power-
less communities, the secular politics of reason and
ignorance, and universal principles of justice and
injustice, than to wander off in search of vast abstrac-

THE CLASH OF IGNORANCE

tions that may give momentary satisfaction but
little self-knowledge or informed analysis. “The Clash
of Civilizations” thesis is a gimmick like “The War of
the Worlds,” better for reinforcing defensive self-pride
than for critical understanding of the bewildering
interdependence of our time.
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