
Testing free speech
In America
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T the time that 9-11 stung
America, I had been working
on a book that would look
into the question of Qur'anic

reasoning; it would explore the different
modes of reasoning that this Book employs
to convey its message'. I was pursuing this
project primarily as a social scientist, to
contest the claim - made by a long and
distinguished line of Eurocentric thinkers
- that the West possesses reasoning to a
degree not found in other civilizations: and
this is the essence of Europe's superiority
over all 'Others.'

When the nineteen hijackers struck, all
hell broke loose. The hijackers had
'changed the world for ever.' Instantly, the
United States declared a war on terrorism.
Most Muslims suspected that this was a
cover for a war against them. Many in the
United States also claimed that the "clash
of civilizations" they had predicte'li was at
hand. The United States was now fighting
World War ill or IV - take your pick - and
this was going to be a war to the fjnish. At
the end of it, the Islamic countries would
be defeated and democratized'- the way
Germany, Italy and Japan had been.

Instantly, the rhetoric on the clash of
civilizations also reached fever pitch. A
variety of charges were being recycled
against Islam and Islamic countries: that
one or both are opposed to modernization;
that Islam is incompatible with democra-
cy; that the Qur'an denies women any
rights comparable to what they enjoy in
the West; that the Qur'an preaches hatred
arid war against Infidels; that Islamic coun-
tries have contributed nothing to human
civilization over ~e past thousand years.
In short, Islam was an aberration that had
to be fixed.

This resounding rhetoric also changed
my plans. Now I set aside my work on
Q'ur'anic reasoning. I decided to enter the
domain of public discourse in order to
argue against the "clash:" to argue that 9-
11 or the war on teirorisin~did-not herald a
clash of civilizations. They had tl) be exam-
ined in the context of the global capitalist
system, divided between a rich and domi-
nant Center and a poor or mostly poor and
subordinate Periphery.
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Americans happy; but this did not interest dom"), but because of what we do -
the attackers. Instead, they focused on my . because of specific aspects of US foreign
description of 9-11 as part of a global policy.
Islamic insurgency against imp~rialism, (4) The doctrine that informs OBL/AI
and, hence, its similarity with the Qaeda is that of 'defensive jihad' - they
American war of independence. This is \ see the Muslim world under attack by the
what appears to have 'provoked' their US, and call upon scripture to support
orchestrated attacks - many of them defensive military action by all faithful
death thr~ats - against me. In addition, I members of the "umma" (the universal
gather from the e-mails sent to me that the body of Islam)."
attackers have also been calling on If Al Qaeda is "part of and attempting to
Northeastern University to have me fired. lead a global Muslim insurgency" and the

I have since been wondering why my American war of independence was an
suggestion that Al Qaeda - like the insurgency against the British, are we
American colonists before them. - was allowed to make the inference that there

leading an insurgency has provoked such a are parallels - not exact parallels -
storm of vicious attacks. Are there no par- between the two insurgencies? The
allels between the two insurgencies? I colonists fighting the British were rebels to
point out that "the parallels are not exact. the British; in America's official language,
The colonists did not deliberately target today, they might be called 'terrorists'.
civilians; the nineteen hijackers did." But The Islamic insurgents today, whether
this cannot obscure the fact that both were those who led the 9-11 attacks or others
insurgencies, even though Al Qaeda for fighting the American occupation of Iraq,

are terrorists in the official lexicon of the
United States.

The differences too between the two
insurgencies may be worth noting. (a) The
Americans fought not only to free them-
selves from the British but to establish lib-
erty in their newly founded republic. The
Al Qaeda does not espouse western ideals
of democracy. (b) The Americans did not
target civilians in their war of independ-
ence. The Al Qaeda has been targeting
civilians; in particular, it targeted
American civilians on September 11, 2001.

How categorical are these differences?
(a) Although committe9- to the inalienable
rights of 'man,' the American republic did
not free its blacj.{ population until 1866,
and did not grant them a semblance of
civil rights un1ll'1966. (b) In their war of
independence, the Americans may not
have targeted civilians, but they did com-
mit atrocities, and they did inflict collater-
al damage on civilians. Worse, the same
American colonists ~ before, during and
after their war of independence - contin-
ued their policies of driving out the
Indians from their lands, producing a thin-
ning of their population from perhaps 20
million in 1800 to 250,000 in 1900.

The American experiment has been a




