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THOSE who seek a deeper meaning in the West’s conflict with radical Islam are now divided into two camps. Leaders such as America’s George W. Bush and Britain’s Tony Blair have been arguing that they are battling an ideology that has evolved in the Muslim world. As discussed in the article that appeared in this space on Aug 29, this ideology has basically three authors: an Egyptian writer (Sayyid Qutb), an Egyptian physician turned radical Islamist (Ayman al Zawahiri) and a Saudi Arabian millionaire (Osama bin Laden).

The main point of this ideology is that it wishes to expunge the influence of the West from the Muslim world since it is convinced that unless that gets done it will not be possible to usher in pure Islam in the countries inhabited by the followers of the Islamic faith.

The proponents of this ideology are attempting to gain political traction in their countries by linking it with the major conflicts fought by the Anglo-Saxon world, particularly in the 20th century. President Bush made this explicit in an important speech delivered on July 31 before an audience of American veterans of wars. “The war we fight today is more than a military conflict, it is a decisive ideological struggle of the 21st century,” he said. “On one side are those who believe in the values of freedom and moderation — the right of the people to speak and worship, and live in liberty. And on the other side are those driven by value of tyranny and extremism — the right of self-appointed few to impose their fanatical view on all the rest. As veterans you have seen this kind of enemy before. They are the successors to fascists, to Nazis, to communists, and other totalitarians of the 20th century. And history shows what the outcome will be. This war will be difficult, this war will be long, and the war will end in the defeat of terrorists and totalitarians, and a victory for the cause of freedom and liberty.”

By casting the struggle against Islamic extremists in such ideological terms, President Bush was attempting to deflect attention from the policies pursued by Washington — also by London — in the Middle East for decades. He was trying in particular to cast the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq in a different light. If this approach was sustained beyond the term of President Bush, it would prolong the Muslim world’s agony and have significant consequences for Pakistan, the second largest country in the Muslim world.

The other camp has developed an entirely different view of the problem between Islam and the West. It is inhabited by the people who have come to believe that the roots of the problem lie not in a radical Islamic ideology but in the way the West has treated the Muslim world. For decades — some would say centuries — the West’s predatory behaviour has resulted in attempts to overpower and subjugate the Muslim world. Those who take the very long view start with the Crusades which were a series of military campaigns from the 11th to the 13th century to capture Jerusalem and the holy land from the Muslims. Those with shorter memories begin their stories either with the 1900 discovery of oil by the British in Iran or with the acceptance, once again by the British in 1917, of the claim made by Jews of Europe to Palestine.

It is important to differentiate between these two camps since each story leads to very different public policy options. The explanation based on a conflict with an ideology leads to attempts to change not just regimes in the Middle East. The main purpose becomes changing values and behaviour of the Muslim people. This is what President George W. Bush tried to do by developing an ideology of his own.

He abandoned the realist school of foreign policy that had dominated for long foreign policy-making in Washington. Instead of accepting the points of view developed through deep thinking and practice of foreign policy by people such as George Kennan, Henry Kissinger and Brent Scowcroft who sought not to change the world but pursue American strategic interests, President Bush chose an interventionist course. With the ardour of a born-again Christian and use of roaring rhetoric, he launched a campaign to bring American social values and democracy to the Middle East.

President Bush’s deep conviction about American exceptionalism and manifest destiny was reinforced by a number of political philosophers. Usually referred to as neo-conservatives or simply neo-cons, people such as Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, William Kristol and Douglas Feith had argued against realism in foreign policy and advocated idealism instead. America had a role to play in selling its political and social values to the world, in particular the backward Muslim societies.

This point of view was powerfully articulated by Francis Fukuyama in his highly influential book, The End of History. He saw history as a conflict between ideologies and it ended with the collapse of communism in Europe. That left the field open to the United States for political proselytisation. Fukuyama left the neo-conservative camp once the conflict in Iraq became exceptionally bloody.

This strategy and President Bush’s language was also adopted by Mr Blair. While initially, the Republic an Party of President Bush was fully supportive of the president’s approach, Blair’s Labour Party had grave doubts right from the beginning. It is said that it was deep religiosity that also motivated the British leader.

Once the direction the prime minister was taking became clear, some of his important cabinet colleagues left his company, most notably Clare Short, the minister in charge of overseeing Britain’s development efforts in poor nations. Minister Short’s constituency included a significant number of South Asians, particularly people of Pakistani origin. She was aware, more than the prime minister, that the use of force to bring about political change in the Muslim world could produce a backlash at home. This, as I will explore in some detail, is indeed what happened.

There was considerable simplicity in the world view of the neo-conservatives. It neatly divided the world into two parts: enlightened and unenlightened. Wisdom could be instilled into the minds of the second group by using the example of the United States. The neo-conservatives saw America as a beacon of light, which could illuminate the areas darkened by primitive thought or the pursuit of unreformed religion.

If the trajectory of this light was blocked by dictators whose interest was to keep their people in the dark, then America would do well to remove them. If military force was needed to achieve that objective, the Americans should not be reluctant to use it. The arrival of American troops in these dark lands would be received by grateful people and thunderous applause. That is what Dick Cheney, the US vice-president and Donald Rumsfeld, secretary of defence, firmly believed as they lined up behind their president and sent in the United States troops to conquer Iraq.

As already indicated, the other camp provided a more complicated view of the Muslim world. Since this view was complicated and considerably more nuanced, it did not result in clear policy prescriptions. Besides, the realists did not possess political power in the United States, the only superpower left after the fall of the Soviet Union. According to this view, changing the Muslim world’s perception of the West — in particular the United States — required a significant reorientation of foreign policy.

It is interesting to note that this interpretation of the growing resentment against the United States was noted in some detail in the report issued by the 9/11 commission appointed by the US Congress. The leaders of the commission — the Republican Thomas H. Kean and Democrat Lee H. Hamilton — have now published a book providing details on its working. Looking into the background of the 19 hijackers, the commission’s staff found that religious orthodoxy was not a common denominator, since some of the terrorists “reportedly even consumed alcohol and abused drugs.” At one point in the investigation, Hamilton asked the FBI agents who had investigated the terrorist attacks “why these men did what they did,” and what motivated them to do it?” The response came from agent James Fitzgerald. “They identify with the Palestinian problems, they identify with people who oppose repressive regimes and I believe they tend to focus their anger on the United States.”

There was, therefore, a disconnect between the views held by the American leadership as it contemplated action against those who had carried out unprecedented attacks on the country and senior members of the law enforcement agencies charged with understanding the motives of those who had turned so violently against the United States. It should have been clear even before Washington began its campaign in Iraq that the support of unpopular regimes in the Middle East had increased resentment against Washington and many of its allies. These regimes were suppressing their people and denying them the right to politically express themselves. They were also monopolising the enormous energy resources that had become available since oil was discovered in the areas in the early twentieth century.

What was particularly appalling was the fact that even when an opportunity arrived for people to use political participation to bring about regime change, the West intervened on behalf of those in power. This happened in Algeria in the early 1990s, repeatedly in Egypt, and also in Palestine and Lebanon in 2006. It was clear that the West’s interest in bringing democracy to the Muslim world was subject to the preservation of its own strategic interests.

Accepting this interpretation of the anger against the West would mean adoption of public policies that would not initially support the strategic and economic interests of the western countries. In the 1990s, the West’s dependence on oil increased as new centres of growing demand developed. The sharp increase in the rates of growth of several Asian economies, in particular those of China and India, resulted in significant increases in the price of oil. Those touched $78 a barrel in the summer of 2006. Letting nationalist forces gain power in the Middle East held the danger that oil may not flow as easily to the West as it did under authoritarian control.

Ultimately, however, the conflict between militant Islam and the West, in particular the United States and Britain, will be resolved once America and the former colonial powers of Europe recognise that the roots of the problem lie in the way the Muslim populations have been treated for centuries and are being treated once gain. Public policy based on subjugation will only bring greater trouble.

