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WITH each passing day, it seems that the gulf between the Muslim world and the West is widening. Apprehensions and misgivings on both sides are growing and at times reality is being supplanted by distortion. Unfortunately, little is being done in the Muslim world and the West, either by the political or religious leadership or by the news media to reverse these dangerous trends.

Indeed, the media is often pouring oil on a spreading fire by resort to sensationalism and biased analyses. The signs are, therefore, pointing increasingly towards the dreaded clash of civilisations.

Some recent comments made by leading western political figures suggest as much. In an article dated September 13, 2006, Dr. Kissinger warned that Europe and the US must unite to head off a ‘war of civilisations’ arising from a nuclear-armed Middle East. By a coincidence, the same day, Pope Benedict chose to attack the Islamic concept of jihad.

Gordon Brown, Britain’s Prime Minister-in-waiting, stated during a recent visit to India that ‘radical Islamism’, like Communism, needed to be fought at all levels. President Bush said in his last State of the Union address that Islamic extremists posed a ‘totalitarian threat.’ Bush has often compared the ‘war on terrorism’ with the struggles against Nazi Germany and Soviet Communism. President Chirac, who is not otherwise rated as hawkish, warned on January 19, 2006, that France would be ready to use nuclear weapons against any state that carried out a terrorist attack or used weapons of mass destruction against it.

In the Islamic world, the Al Qaeda is in the forefront of the terrorist campaign against the US and the West. The jihadi groups of various hues are not far behind.

Muslim religious extremists breathe fire and hatred in every statement they make. If it were up to them, the clash of civilisations could take place now rather than later. A top leader of the MMA, the late Maulana Noorani, while addressing a rally in Lahore on March 23, 2003, after the US invasion of Iraq, had asked tauntingly as to why Pakistani rulers had not yet launched a nuclear attack against the US.

The hard reality, of course, is that the Islamic world is in no position to launch a nuclear or conventional attack against the West or, for that matter, other perceived enemies like Russia, India or Israel. The latter have an overwhelming superiority in nuclear weapons and missiles. Moreover, the West is far ahead of the Muslim states in technology, economic strength and organisational capability. As things stand today, it would be suicidal for the Muslim world to opt for any outright military confrontation with the West.

At present, the jihadi groups and the various religious parties in Pakistan, and their sympathisers of various hues, want the Pakistan government to help the Taliban in their jihad against the Karzai government, which is backed by the US and Nato forces. They clearly think that President Pervez Musharraf or any Muslim not supporting the Taliban must be weak-hearted or lacking in faith.

These religious fanatics seem unconcerned with the fact that any such support for the Taliban would bring Pakistan into direct confrontation with the West and could lead to the most serious military disaster and economic devastation.

Indeed, Pakistan could be ‘bombed back to the stone age,’ as was once famously said. Would such a course of action be in the interest of 160 million Pakistanis or in any way benefit the world of Islam? Why should Pakistan commit suicide in order to help the Taliban?

And what exactly do the Taliban represent? During their five-year rule over Afghanistan, they imposed a tyrannical, narrow-minded, backward-looking version of Islam that shocked the whole world. The Taliban put women more or less under house arrest, banned television and cinema, and all kinds of entertainment. They gave sanctuary not only to the Al Qaeda, but also to Pakistani terrorist groups like Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, etc. They massacred Hazara Shias and dynamited the 2000-year old statues of Buddha at Bamians. In short, the Taliban did the gravest harm to the image of Islam in the world.

Apart from some Afghan Pashtuns, all other ethnic groups in Afghanistan oppose the Taliban. Afghan women would certainly be the biggest losers if the Taliban were to return to power in Kabul. It should also not be forgotten that the Karzai government did secure the majority of votes, even in Pashtun areas, during a UN-supervised election three years ago. How then can the Taliban be regarded as the true representatives of the Afghan people?The rise of the Taliban in 1994 brought to surface the current tensions between the Muslim world and the West. Since then, one development has led to another in a vicious cycle. The Al Qaeda found a strong sanctuary in Afghanistan and started a worldwide campaign of terrorism against the US. It was responsible for the attempted bombing in 1994 of the World Trade Centre, the Dhahran bombing of 1995 and the destruction of two US embassies in Africa in 1998. And then came the traumatic 9/11. Hundreds of innocent people died in these outrages. It was this sustained campaign of terrorism by the Al Qaeda that led to the US invasion of Afghanistan and not the other way round.

Ever since 9/11, the Al Qaeda is believed to have been involved in terrorism in a wide area from Indonesia to Spain and Morocco. Suicide bombing has become a trademark of Al Qaeda operations. Islam forbids taking one’s own life; and killing innocent people is totally contrary to Islamic teachings. But the Al Qaeda and its sympathisers, who swear by Islam, find no contradiction in their violation of basic Islamic injunctions.

The question arises as to how the Al Qaeda and the various Islamic extremists have managed to recruit members who are willing to sacrifice even their lives in pursuit of the cause. The likely explanation is that the extremists have exploited some genuine grievances of the Muslims, notably on the Palestinian issue, to carry out a potent propaganda campaign that proceeds on two counts. One is to demonise the US and try to prove that it is the enemy number one of the Muslims; and that the US is behind all the woes of the Muslim world. The other proceeds from this particular hypothesis, namely that since the US is doing all these bad things against the Muslims, the latter have got to retaliate. The extremists seek to cajole and incite the faithful to hit back in any way they can. And if that means terrorism, so let it be.

In fact, the Islamist extremists quibble over the very meaning of terrorism. They claim that there is no internationally agreed definition of terrorism. They argue that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter. To their mind, this absolves the Al Qaeda and the other jihadis of any charge of terrorism.

It is notable that in the widening gulf between the West and the Muslim world, non-state actors are playing an increasingly important role in setting the political and diplomatic agenda. In addition to the Al Qaeda, these non-state actors include the resurgent Taliban in Afghanistan, the Hezbollah in Lebanon, the many resistance groups in Iraq, the jihadis in Pakistan and Kashmir, the anti-Russia fighters in Chechnya, etc. Their political sympathisers like the MMA in Pakistan, Hamas in Palestine and the Ikhwan in Egypt are involved in a campaign to seize power through the electoral process.

No doubt, the overwhelming majority of Muslims are moderate and do not want confrontation, violence or any kind of clash of civilisations. But they are getting sucked into an increasingly desperate situation because of the actions of a minority consisting of terrorists and jihadis.

There is clearly a need for the West and others to see matters in perspective and try to strengthen the hands of the moderates rather than overreact repeatedly, as the US has done since 9/11. The Bush administration has, in effect, been acting like a bull in a china shop, hitting around wildly without a concerted plan of action. The result has been that there is more Islamist extremism today than existed before 9/11.

The current pressures on the Musharraf government by the US and Europe to ‘do more’ in the fight against the Taliban illustrates this particular mental block in the West that is hampering a coordinated strategy to stamp out the curse of extremism from Muslim societies.
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