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SIX great divides — geographical, racial, cultural, linguistic, religious and political — have cast their gradually unfolding shadow over human relations, beginning with the ability of our primitive ancestors to think in terms of `us` and `them`. Mercifully at last, there are reasons to expect that a new order is struggling to emerge out of these ancient barricades. 
A new order has to emerge, for human society does, indeed, need a whole new restructuring in this age of computers, stem cells, instant communication, mass travel across the continents, ongoing emancipation of women, concern not only for human rights but even for animal and plant rights, creation of unbelievable wealth without the need for territorial conquest, and growing consciousness of an interconnected web of all life on the planet. between within

Standing thus at the threshold of a new age we need to realise that what we are looking at today is not so much a clash civilisations as a clash each civilisation, between primitive notions of human relations and the imperatives of the post-industrial society. Of the six great divides, five are no more as divisive as they were only a generation ago. Only one, the religious divide, remains an unabating divisive force. Let`s see how.

The geographical divide, the oldest given divide, has ceased to be divisive in this age of instant communication, satellite imagery, travel in the air, over and under the sea, and through the mountains, at ever-increasing speed and safety. In fact, having gone beyond Planet Earth, humans are not even earthbound.

The second given divide, the racial divide, is no more as powerful a divisive force as it was only a few decades ago. The pace of racial integration is much faster than ever before. The US is already a universal state in terms of racial mix. Who could have dared predict only a generation ago that three African-Americans would be, in quick succession, head of the American armed forces, secretary of state and, finally, president. All three racial firsts happened within less than 20 years.

The third divide is the cultural divide. Distinctive food, dress, customs and traditions have in the past tended to nurture cultural arrogance, but we are witnessing now the birth of a global culture reflected in the growing commonality of dress, food, mannerisms and such trans-cultural rituals as New Year`s and Valentine`s Day. There is, today, greater tolerance for different cultures than only 50 years ago when human societies lived in relative isolation in the absence of television and the Internet.

The fourth is the linguistic divide created by about 6,000 living languages, including 40 major languages. However, the English language is now accepted as the international lingua franca. It is being accepted voluntarily, and all over the world, not just a part of it. According to Gordon Brown, for example, the number of English-speaking Chinese would, by 2025, exceed the number of native English speakers in rest of the world.

The fifth divide, the political divide, is not likely to disappear anytime soon, but multinational unions, on the pattern of the European Union, are the way of the future. In addition, a host of international agencies have been working ceaselessly to bring about collaboration, uniformity and standardisation in practically all fields of state activity. Political divide, thus, has a diminishing role in the lives of nations.

Finally, the last and the sixth great divide is the religious divide. It happens to be the only divide that hasn`t given way to a more tolerant view of diversity. In fact, it is an enigma of our times that while the rest of the five divisive forces are on the wane, there has been an accelerating resurgence of militant orthodoxy in the Muslim, Christian, Jewish and Hindu societies all over the world.

Religious militancy is a consequence of four, apparently unrelated, events, plans and claims that have combined in an unexpected way to lead to an intense religious animosity, unheard of since the end of the Crusades more than 700 years ago.

The first of the four strands in the web of events spun by fate is the declaration of intent made by President Roosevelt to Lord Halifax, the British ambassador, in 1943. He said: “Persian oil is yours. We share the oil of Kuwait and Iraq. As for the Saudi Arabian oil, it`s ours.” Much that has happened in the Middle East since then, including some aspects of the war on terror, as we shall see later, are to be understood in the context of the Anglo-American scramble for oil.

The second seminal event was the creation of two states, Pakistan in 1947 and Israel in 1948, in the name of religion. Due to their unresolved territorial claims they remain at the heart of the religio-political conflict in South Asia and the Middle East.

The third strand, the most lethal of all, is the organised revival of religious orthodoxy by the West against the `godless creed of communism`. It began in the early 1950s and culminated in the `Afghan jihad` against the Soviet Union. Thousands of young men from Egypt to Pakistan were indoctrinated, trained, financed and equipped by the West as Mujahideen. They are now the foot soldiers of jihadist organisations, forever in search of new causes.

The fourth and the last strand is the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq. The second attack on Iraq was ostensibly to capture the weapons of mass destruction but was in fact designed to capture the oil fields, as confirmed by none other than Alan Greenspan in his autobiography, and to practically occupy the Gulf states to protect the political and economic interests of the occupying powers. n

Without this historical perspective the enigma of the resurgence of religious militancy is unlikely to remain unresolved for the reason that most of the officials and scholars in the West are looking for its causes at the wrong place — religious texts that perhaps not many people read, rather than the archives of their governments.
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