Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?

DISCUSSION 6:

Islam & the West—A “Clash of Civilizations”?
I. Summary of Key Points
II. “Clash of Civilizations”?
{PREP VIDEO CLIP}

Good morning: today we wrap up the 6-week course with a look at issues we have raised thus far and also tackle the big question—is there a “clash of civilizations” between the Islamic world and the West?

Announcements: status of copies; material online
Summary of Key Points 

I want to start with a few points we already raised but did not elaborate on:
· First of all, a basic overview of the Muslim and Arab worlds:

· Map 1: World Religions—Christianity in Red, Purple, and Pink; Islam in Yellow and Orange; Show Chart-roughly 1/3 of the world’s population is Christian (~2.1 billion); 21%—roughly 1/5—is Muslim (1.3 billion); Hinduism (14%) is ~900 million; etc.
· Map 2: the Arab world—a linguistic designation, they speak Arabic, though, of course, there is wide variation in dialects spoken in this vast territory;
· Map 3: the Arab world is part of—the “heart” of—the much broader and larger Muslim world, countries in which Muslims are a majority or at least significant minority (YELLOW like India, for example) of the population;
· Map 4: the linguistic differences within that broader Islamic world; their religious belief ties them together, not their language, although most Muslims learn a few key Arabic phrases for prayer and other religious activities.

Also, within the broader question of whether or not there is a “clash of civilizations,” I think that the role and position of women in Islam, a topic we began talking about last time, can offer us further insight (show image); images like these are what we think of when we see women in Islam, especially the Middle East.  Today I would like to show a brief video clip from a 1993 PBS documentary that looks at this issue from a different angle—from the perspective of a few Islamic women themselves.  I’d like to hear your reactions afterward: What do you think about the explanations given by the women interviewed in this piece?  (Show video, 5:12).  They see women in the West as exploited (show image) because they are used to sell stuff!  {Examples—the two women I’ve heard speak to this issue, including Dr. April Najjaj from Greensboro College, who I heard earlier this week}.  {TAKE SEVERAL REACTIONS}.
“Clash of Civilizations”?
Let’s wrap up the course with a look at the question first posed by Samuel Huntington (show image) about a decade ago—are we witnessing a “clash of civilizations” between the Islamic world and the West, and if so what if anything can we do about it?!?  Obviously the role and position of women is part of that question, but so also is the issue of democracy—can democracy take root and spread in the predominantly Islamic countries of the Middle East and elsewhere, including and especially right now Iraq (show map).  What do ya’ll think about the prospects for democracy in Iraq and elsewhere in the region?  By the way, do you recognize these two figures (show image—this is the photo I was referring to last time)?  I mentioned last time the instances, i.e. Iran 1953 “Operation Ajax,” where the US has undermined the democratic cause, but there certainly are examples, most notably Japan and West Germany after WWII, where US actions has promoted the spread of democracy.
As always, it comes down at least in part to how we define the terminology: as with did with terrorism previously, let’s define democracy—what does that term mean to you?  Representational government based on free and fair elections; basic freedoms such as speech, religion, etc.  Qualifiers:

· How truly democratic do you think our government is?  The power of “contributions”—which in many places would be called bribes—certainly threatens to undermine the actual representative nature of our government;
· We think/assume that it is the desired for system, but many in the world have a negative image/association of democracy: {EXPLAIN Russian “dermokratiia”; Iraqis associating bombings/civilian casualties with “Bush’s democracy”}.
On this issue of the possibility of democracy in the Middle East, I would repeat what I’ve said many times before with respect to other issues: there is nothing inherent in Islam itself that would keep it from becoming the basis of a democratic system (just as there is nothing therein that makes it an inherently terrorist religion or a harshly patriarchal religion—it always comes down to perception and interpretation)!!!  In fact, Muhammad Asad, whose work on the legacy of the Crusades we looked at earlier, describes Sunni Islam as fundamentally democratic and well ahead of its time in this regard because the Caliphs or successors to Muhammad were elected (he contrasts this by the way very sharply against the Shia Muslim tradition of having the Caliph/successor be someone directly descended from Muhammad’s line).  Questions/comments?
In closing, I would like to return to the question that underscore this course and with which we started it: “can’t we all just get along?”!?!  As I said at the outset of the course, I think that we can obviously get along, indeed I think we have to because the alternative is far too bleak.  I would stress three key ingrediants from our end of it toward improving relations with the Muslim world:
· Cultural understanding, as we’ve been aiming to achieve in this course!  There is a lot of universality in the history of the rise of Islam, by which I mean that if you change the names and places, many of the same themes and issues we’ve discussed are relevant to a history of the West, especially the relationship between state and religion in the West—it’s often about politics, money, and power, with religion manipulated or interpreted in a way to further those goals, no matter where in the world or whose history—including our own—you’re talking about!

· Secondly, as part of that cultural understanding, I think it benefits us to emphasize the similarities between us rather than dwell on the differences—we should recognize and acknowledge the close roots Islam has in the Judeo-Christian/monotheistic tradition as an important link—WE ARE ALL—Christians, Jews, and Muslims, children of Abraham (show image).  There are clearly Muslims in the world who want to do us harm, and we have to be aware of that fact and deal with it, but we cannot—we must not—paint them all with the same brush!!!  The diversity of views and opinions in the Muslim world—as well as the Arab world—is as broad as it is here, a point we must always remember—we must not look upon the Muslim world as a monolith, a one-sided, one-dimensional entity, because to do so would be to miss the multiple-sided complexities of the issue!  “Nothing is ever black-and-white and is always the grey areas you have to be concerned about.”
· Third and lastly, we must be aware of our own actions and how they are perceived elsewhere, in the Muslim world, in the Arab world, in the world.  When we resort to military force, as we have done in Iraq, are we potentially creating more terrorists, or at least people who hate us?!?  Are we undermining the long-term prospects for peace and democracy throughout the Middle East and the world?  We looked at “Operation Ajax” fifty years after the fact—how will our actions today be viewed in fifty years, or five, or ten or twenty?  We can’t necessarily answer these questions now, but we can at least think about them, and I believe that we do need to do so.
Final questions or comments?  I have enjoyed the opportunity to teach this course very much and I appreciate it great.  Thank you all.
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