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The fact is that both the Western and Muslim worlds share the same Abrahamic roots, the same civilisational sources and that both have been the oldest civilisational neighbours to each other

Last week I found myself in Leiden, the Netherlands, where I was invited to speak at a symposium that dealt with the topic ‘Everything Under Control?’ Needless to say, the Foucauldian theme was of interest to me, and I was happy to attend and to speak on the subject of religion and social control.

But that is not what I wish to address here, for related to the theme in a tangential way was the related concern about multiculturalism and the so-called ‘problem’ of Muslim minorities in Europe.

During a debate that I co-chaired with the filmmaker Eddy Teersaal and the discussions we had before, during and after, the theme of dialogue and the difficulty of building bridges between Muslims and Europeans came up time and again. My response to the queries directed at me were the same time and again, so I reproduce them here to state what I think is the root of the problem and why we — global citizens — are constantly in the grip of a problem that we have invented ourselves.

Firstly, let me state that I believe that inter-religious dialogue (as well as inter-ethnic, inter-communal and other forms of dialogue) is a useless, pointless, expensive and ultimately superficial exercise. The reason behind my own scepticism over the issue lies in the fact that I have been in this dialogue ‘business’ (and it is a business, mind you) for more than fifteen years now, with no tangible results.

As a consequence of having attended more than fifty conferences in the abovementioned period of time, I have had the privilege of meeting the Pope, the Ayatollah of Iran, hundreds of prime ministers, presidents, ministers, deans, rectors, professors and public intellectuals; but with little to show for it. The inter-religious dialogue industry has become a law unto itself, driven by its own infernal logic and political economy that ultimately benefits only the owners of five-star hotel chains who are happy to host such events.

During all these encounters, we see the same pageant enacted time and again: Illuminories and Illuminati of all religions come, shake hands, state their differences, smile politely and then return home. Everyone agrees that all religions preach peace and love, but as soon as they return they declare war on their neighbours. None of the really sensitive, thorny issues — such as freedom of belief and conversion — are ever discussed, and all we have are platitudes and commonsensical bits of pedestrian wisdom dressed up as sound bites to be taken up by the media. In the meantime age-old differences and prejudices remain intact and nobody really wants to be honest about our collective hypocrisy.

Secondly, the reason why such dialogues fail is because they are often meant to be meetings of bridge-builders and peacemakers. This invariably frames inter-religious differences in terms of an oppositional dialectics where the Self is contrasted positively to the negative Other, and from these dialectical premises we are meant to reach a consensus and a great communal love-in. To expect such results from such flawed premises is silly to say the least and yet another waste of time and financial resources.

Thirdly, these dialogue processes — because they take off from the premise of oppositional dialectics — are already couched in a discourse of geography, or specifically territoriality. We talk of ‘bridge-builders’, ‘frontiers’, ‘borders’ and ‘domains’ as if the plane of inter-religious dialogue was already a contested territory. (Which it is, by default.) But we fail to note that we have introduced these territorial considerations by the very language we use to frame such dialogue in the first place. To even suggest that Islam and the West require bridge-builders is to assume that there is a gulf between the two, and that this gulf has been there all along.

But has it?

The fact is that both the Western and Muslim worlds share the same Abrahamic roots, the same civilisational sources and that both have been the oldest civilisational neighbours to each other. In our attempts to be politically correct and to recognise differences (thanks to the skewered logic of identity politics), we have invented divisions that were not there (or perhaps were not so pronounced in the past) and amplified them instead. Having stated that we are suspicious of each other, we naturally become suspicious of each other. And instead of accepting that neither the Western nor Muslim worlds are homogenous, we perpetuate the febrile fiction that the two are distinct and therefore need representation and representatives.

Here then lies the self-invested and self-imposed dilemma of Western defenders of multiculturalism today: In trying to ‘dialogue’ with Muslims whom they suddenly regard as the strangers within, they are now on the lookout for ‘representatives’ and ‘spokesmen’ for ‘true Islam’.

But who has the right to speak for Islam in the West, or anywhere else for that matter? The Muslim feminist student? The Muslim gay activist? The Muslim Osama-wannabe mullah? 

And let us now turn the tables and reverse the equation: if Muslims wanted to speak with ‘representatives’ of the West, who would it be? Le Pen of France? Geert Wilders of Holland? The taxi driver who picks me up at Heathrow? Or my drinking buddy from the pub? If Europeans do not see the need to represent Europe in essentialised terms, then why do Muslims need to be reduced in the same manner?

