Getting this divided world together —S Amjad Hussain 
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There has not always been a clash of civilisations, as popularised by Samuel Huntington. And this leads to the inevitable question: What happened? The simple answer is that the colonisation of Arab and Muslim lands by emerging European powers of the 15th century changed that dynamic

Since that fateful day of September 11, 2001, I have sensed an expectation by some of my fellow citizens that I should condemn my religion for the crimes of some of the followers of Islam. Nine-Eleven destroyed much of the amity that Muslims had developed with other religions in America. More than that, it critically silenced a meaningful dialogue between Islam, Christianity and Judaism. 

Islam is being blamed for the misdeeds and horrific acts of certain groups that call themselves Muslims and claim their nefarious inspiration from the same sacred text that I have cherished and followed all my life. So when I hear a blanket condemnation of my religion, and for that matter any religion, by those who ought to know better, it affects the very inner core of my being as it would, I am sure, affect others if the roles were reversed. Throughout history man has invoked the name of God to wage war. Time, reason and tactics might be different but invoking the name of God to make war on others seems to be a constant. 

Like two huge tectonic plates, Islam and Christianity have collided many times in the past and the reverberations from those collisions have been felt far and near. To this day, we see those fissures visible in places as distant as the Middle East, the Balkans and parts of Europe. But there have also been times when Christians and Muslims and Jews rose above their religious differences and worked in harmony. For five centuries, from 750 to 1258, the period of history known as the Golden Age of Islamic Civilisation, one sees an unprecedented cooperation and collaboration between Muslims and non-Muslims. Together they brought out a dazzling explosion of arts and sciences in Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo, Spain and, a few centuries later, in India during Mughal rule. 

Why, our detractors should ask, the same religion that provided a milieu for such cooperation and collaboration is now being called the source of all evil in the world? Faith and reason are employed as buzzwords now when discussing Christianity and Judaism. But those concepts of harmony and creative interaction were put to test and followed by Muslims centuries before the Reformation. No, there has not always been a clash of civilisations, as popularised by Samuel Huntington. And this leads to the inevitable question: What happened? The simple answer is that the colonisation of Arab and Muslim lands by emerging European powers of the 15th century changed that dynamic. 

In the post-Colonial era in Muslim and Arab lands, a mindset developed that tended to blame all shortcomings on the aftermath of colonial rule. Lost in this rhetoric has been the fact that in the process, we Muslims have also lost our intellectual and scholarly curiosity and elan. Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam (PBUH) had famously said that the ink of a scholar’s pen is more sacred than the blood of a martyr. In a macabre reversal of that noble saying, for some, the blood of a terrorist has become more sacred and we have let our inkpots run dry. Add to that the political injustices that Muslims have suffered, from Palestine to Kashmir to Chechnya to Kosovo to Afghanistan. It is there that you have a perfect milieu for disenchantment, extremism and terrorism. 

All of us are given choices in life. Many times, the choices we make determine our destiny and our legacy. There is enormous poverty and hunger in the world and even in the United States of America, the world’s richest, there are pockets of deprivation. But people are poor for no fault of theirs. 

The 19th century American general, poet and orator Albert Pike said, ‘What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us; what we have done for others and the world remains and is immortal.’
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