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We and the West:

From “the Clash of Civilisations” fo
“Partnership in the Realm of Knowledge~

Abdul-Nabi isstaif

Introduction:

There is a consensus among scholars interested in the East-
West relationship that it has been ail along problematic. For in
addition to being overburdened by a long historical tegacy of
conflicts and confronfations, which span more than two
thousand years of human history , this relationship is imbued
with various ideclogical dimensions which have some bearing
on the thought, religion, and worldview of buman life. It is
also inextricably linked to both present and future worldly
interests, and is subject, therefore, to divergent future visions,
underlying the positions of every party involved insucha
relationship.

We have wiinessed in the last decade the most serious shifi
in the balance of power in  our world - a conspicuous shiit
from a world dominated by two superpowers { The U. 8. 8. R,
and U. § .A.) which had ensured a minimum equilibrium in
world affairs at all levels, to a world goversed by one
superpower (the U. S. A.) with its subsequent temptation of
confronting * the Other ¥, particularly when this confrontation
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is highly likely to end in the containment, defeat and control of
the Other. In fact, some political analysts in the Wesl,
particularly in the United States, started, in response to this
new situation, to propagate the notion of inevitable clash
between civilisations as the governing principle of future
development in international relations, Having assured the
ouicome of any confrontation with any challenger of the sa
called New World Order, the intention behind this notion of
clash of civilisations seems to be the attempt fo extend and
strengthen American hegemony over the rest of the world .

Despite the many theoretical fatlacies, contained within
this notion of clash of civilisations as well as its biatant
ignorance of the major facts of human history, i, nonetheless,
enjoys a great popularity among the decision-making circles of
the West. This is no more so than.in Washington which seeins
determined to spread the climate of confrontation over the
whole world and to transform it into an arena of conflicts in
order that the United States plays the role of arbiter. In so
doing, it would be able to resolve any conflict in a way that
achieves its short and long-term objectives and ultimately
establishes its own values as supreme in order to justify its
hegemony over the entire world,

¥

Yet, the foundation on which such a notion is based is
unsound.  For the distinction between civilisations
underpinning the concept of “the clash of civilisations” s a
false premise, In fact, there is no national, regional, continental
or geographical civilisation that can truly claim any purity. All
human civilisations and cultures are “hybrid”.. They are the
product of an interaction among all nations and peoples across
different places and ages. No single civilisation can, therefore,
claim a superior status for its own, or seek to dominate other
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civilisations on the ground of such an assumption. It is wiser,
in this sense, to substitute the notion of “clash of civilisations™
with the principle of “partnership in the reaim of knowledge”,
which aims at improving the guality of human knowledge (the
knowledge of the Self, the Other and the World) and putting it
at the service of man irrespective of colour, race, religion,
couniry and nation. It is only through this kind of partnership
that we can ensure a more secure future and welfare for
humankind during the third millennium,

The East and the West: a complex prebiematic

The relationship between the East and the West is not just a
geographicat relation between two entities bordering and
identifying each other. The guestion is not that there is a
certain region which lies to the east of another region or that
the latter lies to the west of the former. The fact of the matter
is that each region has it own west and east. It all depends on
the cenire from which one views what is west and east. There
are some scholars who tend to employ the term East to refer to
the part of the globe that lies to the east of Western Europe,
tegardless of the richness and diversity of that region, which
are rendered invisible by this generalisation. In the meantime,
they will use the term West to refer mainty to “the developed
world”, “thc first world” or *Western Europe and North
America” in addition to “Japan”. This 15, however, an
ontological, geopolitical, ideological and even cognitive
division based ‘on a crack in thinking that cannot conceive the
yniverse cxcept in terms of opposites that determine and
identify each other. There are as many wests as the different
political, national, ethnic, and cultural entities in the West, and
likewise there are as many easts as the various entities in the
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Fast. Hence, to simply divide the world in such a way is a false
and futile pencralisation fraught with many paradoxes and
{allacies.

The most regrettable fact, however, is that this division is so
pervasive and widely accepted nowadays that it has become an
unquestionable maxim. The prevalence of this division may
be attributed to a number of reasons and justifications, the
most conspicuous of which is that the relationship between
Fast and West dates back to times imreemorial; the era of
Alexander the Great ,and the successive clashes between the
Persians and Romans and ihe Arabs and Byzantine; beiween
the Turks and the Buropeans; between the Arabs and the
Crusaders, and the Arabs and the Europeans in Andalusia and
Sicily; between the Ottomans and Europeans in south Europe,
in addition to the overall clashes hetween the colonising West
and the Arab world during the last two centuries.

Not only is the relationship an ancient one, it has also had
ideological dimensions involving religion and thought ,
especially after the West embraced Judaism and Christianity. It
viewed both mainly as  Western religions standing in
opposition to Istam, which, in fumn, was viewed as an oriental
religion  aspiring to spread its realm at the expense of the
West. The West has ever since set as its mission to ward off
and contain that oriental religion. The irony these days is that
Islam has increasingly been spreading in the West and there is
an carnest fear that the European “house of war” (Dar al-Harb)
will become “the house of Istam” {Dar al-‘Islam) as was the
case in some parts of Europe in the Middle Ages.

[n addition, this binary division of the world is inextricably
linked to present and future worldly interests that the West
considers vital; the West  believes that any threat to these
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intcrests is a threat to the nationmal security interests of ilx
various nalions. To protect and defend these interests, the
West is always ready to deploy all available resources and to
use the most sophisticated military arsenal (as was the case in
the second Guif War). In the final analysis, what matters most
for the West is to maintain such a divisive refationship
between a Western world in possession of knowledge, power
and high standards of social weifare, and an Fastern waorld
possessing energy, raw materials, cheap labour and huge
markets. The first party must be the absolute master who -
decides on everything, whereas the second party must remam
passive, secondary and obedient.

This division should be maintained especially in the wake of
the shift that has taken place from bi-polarity to a world
dominated by single superpower, which leads and mobilises
other regional forces to protect its interests, while pressing the
United Nations to support all that is vital (o its national
security.

Climate of eiash and confrontation

The main question now is how can the West propagate such
a division of the world at a time when the Communist threat,
which the Soviet Union and states of the Warsaw Pact used to
represent, no longer exists? And who dares today to defy the
pelitical, economic and military will of the West without
paying sa heavy a price that will make him eventually bow to
that will?

The answer is that the West is now in need of creating a
new rival’ in order to direct its forces against, containing and
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controlling it, There is hence aneed for the West to invent a
new clash with the other in order fo engage it in a
confrontation that will incrcasingly accentuate the tendency of
conflict between the two. This rests, of course, on the
comforting assumption that the cutcome of such conflict can
only be the in wvictory of the most powerful politically,
militarily and cognitively: the West.

Samuel Huntington writes aboul the West as opposed to the
rest of the world:

“The West is now at an extraordinary peak of power in
relation to other civilisations. Its superpower opponent has
disappeared from the map. Military conflict among Western
states is unthinkable, and Western military power is unrivalled.
Apart from Japan, the West faces no economic chalienge. It
dominaies international political and security institutions and
with Japan international economic institutions. (lobal peliticat
and security issues are effectively settled by a direciorate of
the United States, Britain and France, world economic issues
by a directorate of the United States, Germany and Japan, all
of which mainlain extraordinarily close relations with each
other to the exclusion of lesser and largely non-western
couniries. Decisions made at the U.N. Security Council or in
the International Monetary Fund that reflect the interests of the
West are presented to the world as reflecting the desires of the
world community. The very phrase “world community” has
become the euphemistic collective noun (replacing “the Free
World™) fo give global legitimacy to actions reflecting the
nterests of the United States and other Western powers.
Through the IMF and other international economic
institutions, the West promotes its economic interests and
imposes on other nations the economic polices it thinks
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and superior civilisation) and incite them to engage in new
colonial wars on the followers of other civilisations. Using the
same slogans and justifications used by the Crusaders in the
Middle Ages, it is a call for a search for a new allernative in
the old enemy, the evil cmpire of Communism, which has
ceased to exist as the super glue that drew together all the
oppressed masses in Western countries. in shoit it is an
attempt to creale a unified stand in the West that would only
serves the muitinational corporations. In fact, itisa call fo
sustain enmity and disputes among people so that the interest-
seekers can have the opporlunity to attend io their business
and, for that matter, run the ravaged world in the way they
ltke, The theory of “the clash of civilisations™ is no more than
a decorated dressing for a very old idea or practice, namely
“divide and rule” *'. '

L

As a maller ol fuct, further to its inteni to perpetuate
conftoniation and conflict among nations and peoples,
especially with those who are viewed as a threat (o, the
purported “Western model”, the book “The Clash of
Civilisations” raises a myriad of problematic questions that
bear testimony fo many aspects of the disorder haunting
Western thinking in its approaches to our present world.

However, the key question which the author of “the clash
of civilisations™ should tackle is: is there any pure national,
regional or continental civilisation that is unadulterated by any
other civilisation? Let us look at what Huntington himself
defends, i.e., “the Western Civilisation™ which he thinks has to
defend iself against other civilisations, and should dominate

' See Salah (Jansub’s “introduction™ to  the Acrabic translation of
Huntingion’s book by Tai’at al-Shayib, published by Sewter Howse,
Cairo, 1998, particularly pp. 24-25.
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other civilisations of the world in the third millennium, and
_consider what distinguishes it from other civilisations,

Huntington points out a number of distinct qualities of the
West that distinguish it from the rest of other continental
entities:

1. The classical heritage of the Greeks and Romans;
2- Western Catholic anc_l Protestant Christianity;
3- . European Janguages;

4- The separation between the spiritual and temporal
powers, or between the state and religior;

"~ 1- Rule of law;
2- Social multiplicity and civil society;
3- Representative institutions; and
4- Individualism,

Huntington argues that although these qualities may
separately be claimed by other civilisations, their existence in
“one consistent composition” is the source of uniqueness in the
West'”

To consider carefully these qualities as weil as the
ohservations made by several reviewers of the book, one
cannot help advocating the view of Dr. Salah Qansuh , in his
introduction of the Arabic transiation of Huntington’s book.
Dr. Qansuh argues that those qualities and aitributes that

' Ibid., pp. 11-12
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Huntington claims characterise the West even before the
modernisation that was brought about by the emerpence of
Capitalism, “all date back to an historical period, ie., ihe
Enlightenment, and all that followed that was an cuicome of
imcractions, exchanges, and even bloody clashes betweein, on
the one hand, the Islamic empire in the East, which was
spreading all over the Mediterranean and including many Arab
states in the West on the French border, and the Holy Roman
Empire embracing a large number of contesting Dukedoms
and Monarchies, on the other. And the concept of what is now
called “the West” appeared only after the emergence of
Capitalism and the subsequent colonisation of the East'™,

Furthermore, what is now called “Western civilisation” with
all its antiquated history and ancient, middle and modern ages
is greatly indebted 1o other civilisations, especially Orjental
civilisations, The supposed Western “ingenuity” that is said to
have been born out of the West's “own decisions”, thus giving
it the supremacy over other civilisations, is just a “myth” and
cannot be accepted by any scientific and logic measures, What
15 usually known as the main components of Western
civilisation- that i1s to say, (a) the classical component of the
Greck and Roman heritage; {b) the veligious component:
Judaism and Christianity; and {c) the historical experiences of
Huropean nations and peoples at times of peace and war- have
always been influenced by other civilisations. The presence of
the East, especially the ancient Near East and the Arab Hast at
a later stage, was so ubiquitous in Western civilisation as to
render denial ot oversight impossible.

A host of Western scholars themselves acknowledge the
debt that the West owes to the East. Three examples have been

“ibid., pp. 16
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chosen here lo give the reader some idea about the earliest
debt. They are three books, all published in the lasi decade of
the Twentieth century. In the first book, entitled "The
Orientalising Revoluiion: Near Eastern Influence on Greek
Culture in the early Archaic Age™, Walter Burkert digproves
what is usually known as the Greek miracle that is said fo have
come as aresult of the Grecks own genius, The extraordinary
culture of the ancient Greeks was ofien projecied as a miracle
that was born out of their own ingenuity, and thut It was not
practicafly indebted io any of their neighbours. Butkert points
out, however, that this is an unfounded proposition and argues
that Greek culture reached its unique prosperity under the
influence of the Semitic Orient, and that it was indeed indebted
in atiaining that prosperous status in the eastern part ofthe
Mediterranean to those Oriental anthors, craftgsmen, merchants
and scientists who sipnally contributed to that culiure. Ile
further argues that what is now called the Greek miracle was
therefore an immediate result of the openness of Greek culture
to the neighbouring cultures, particularly Oriental cuiture.

In the secound book, entitled “The Black Athena: the Afro-
Asiatic Roois of the Classical Civilisation’”, Martin Bernal
points out the roots of classical civilisation and attributes them
to Afro-Asian origins, specifically the civilisations that
appeared across the Nile, in [Jamascus and across the .
Euphrates.

U Walter Burkurt, The Orientolising Revolution: Neur Eustern
Influence on Greel Culture in the early Archeaic Age. transiated by
Margaret L. Rinder and Walter Burkert ( Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, Ma., 1992},

T Martin Bermal, Black Athena: the Afro-Asiatic Rovts of Classical
Civilisation, Volume I the Fabrication of Anclent Greece I 7R5-1985 (
Vintage Books, London, 1991).



In the third book, entitled Greek Myths and Mesopotamia :
Parallels and Influence in the Homeric Hymnx and Hesiod',
Charles Penglase investigates the natre and extent of
Mesopotamian influence on Greek religious mythological
works. He shows how a knowledge of Mesopotamian ideas
and motifs can increase our understanding of, for instance, the
Homeric hymns to Apollo, Aphrodite or Athena , and of the
works of Hesiod, The saddest lact about Western scholarship
is that those real roots and parallels have been systematicaliy
subject to omission since the eighteenth century owing to
purely ethnic and racial considerations.

So much for the archaic and ancient ages’. As for the
Middle Ages, the European debt to the Arab and Muslim
civilisation is too obvious that it cannot be denied. E. L.
Ranclagh writes in his book entitled “The Past We Share: the
Near Eastern Ancestry of Western Folk Literature” that

“the great part of Greek knowledge which included the
sciences and philosophy was handed down by the Byzantine
through translation from Greek into Arabic , was further
developed by the Arabs, and in the Middle Ages was conveyed
from Arabic info Latin, The massive translation projects in
twelfth-century Spain and Sicily were major bridges over
which scientific learning was carried from Arabs into the then

' Chamrles Penglase, Greek Myths and Mesopotumia : Parallels and
Influence in the Homeric Hymns and Heslod (Routledge, London,
1994),

? See ‘also the treatise of the Syrian Arab scholar Monzer Muhammad, |

Babylonian Dimensions in Greek Mythology { Dar Tlas, Dumascus,
1596).



primilive western Furope.™

Now, everyone agrees that without the Arab-Isiamic
contribulion {o the Furopean Enlighiemment the West would
never have known such an era. Indeed, the Enlightenment
counted heavily on the Arab-Islamic civilisation, which was,
in tum, a melting pot of contributions of diverse nations and
peoples and whose medium of communicatior and thinking
was Arabic.

Because the West has reached its peak of industrial and
technical progress and is now enjoying high standards of social
welfare--at the expense of colonial exploitation during the last
fwo centuries- it may see itself in » positiost in which it may
entertain a feeling of seif-sufficiency. As such, it may turn its
back to any foreign contribution to its civilisation as was the
case until the advent of the Entightenment, However, the West
can never legitimately entertain such [eeling. A host of
Western scholars have acknowledged time and again the
Weslern cognitive debt to the rest of the world, which sadly,
others -have been frying to block this out in the hope of
affirming theif superiority as “Woesterners”. Once again,
suffice it to briefly point to the works of such authors as the
German Reinhard May who wrote, in 1989, a book entitled
“Heidegger's Hidden Sources: East Asian influences on his

' L. L. Ranclagh, The Past We Sharer The Near Eastern Auncestry of
Western Folli Liferature { Quartet Books, London, 1979),"
Iniroduction™,

* Dionisius, A, Agivs and Richard Hitchcoek, The Arab Influence in
Medieval Europe { lthaca Press, Reading, 1994).

W. Montgomery Watt, The Influence of Islam on Medieval Europe(
tdinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 1972).
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words”™', and the American Ilarold Coward who wrote
“Derrida and the Indian philosophy™. The latter points out
the debt that Derrida concealed from his readers and disciples,
gspecially when it came to his thesis on languages. Morcover,
Graham Barks® wrote “Nietzsche and Asian 1 haught” in

which he compiled a number of treatises on Nietzsche’s debt
to, and encounter with, the Asian thaught. One may also make
mention of the provocative book written by Jack Goody® with
the revealing title of “the Orient in the West” where he
exposes the fallacy of the concept of Western superjority and
excellence even in the fields that are considered te have
simulated the West’s progress. In  addition, Fred
Dallmayr’s’ “Beyond Orientalism: Essays on Croass-culfural
Encounter”, and 1. }. Clatk’s® “Oriental Enlightemwent: the
Encounier Between the Asian and Wesiern thought”, among
others, stress the fact that there is not any pure culture, that all
culiures are hybrid, and that the supposed “Western ingenuity™
is just a mirage. Human civilisations (be they national,
continental, regional, modern or ancient), and however

' Reinhard May, Heidegger's Hidden Sources: East Asian Influences
on his words, iraosiated, with 2 complementary essay, by Graham
Parkes{ Routledye, London, 1996),

!, Harold COWARD, Berrida and Indian Phitosophy { Slate University
of New York Press, New York, Albany, 1090),

3, Graham Parkes (ed.), Nietzsche and Asign Thought { the University of
Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 1991).

* lack Goody, The East in the West { Cambridpe Unwerszty Press,
Cambridge, 1996),

* Fred Dallmayr, Beyond Orientalism: Essays on Cross-culfural
Enéounter { State University of New York Press, New York, Albany,
1996).

® 1.1, CLARK ,Orientat Enliphtermment: The Encoanter Between Asian
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original and unique they may be, are hybrid (or Muwallad, in
the Arabic sense of the word, used in the ‘Abassid era).
Moreover, they are the product of an interaction with the
“other” more than the product of a pure ingenuity
unadolterated by foreign elements.

In other words, no onc can claim that any civilisation, no
matter how much it is venerated and admired by its adherents
or others, may claim for itself a status superior to other
civilisations or to view itself as a master and other foreign
civilisations as servanis. In the final analysis, human culfure
i a common human effort undertaken by successive
generations of peoples and nafions throughout several
stages of its evolution. As such, itis like a poo! from which
everyone can draw water and guench his/her thivst, for it is
indeed the common human heritage.

If the unique'ness of “Western civilisation” is just an illusion
Cand if “Wesiern culture” is hybrid and owes much to the
multi-femporal, spatial, ethnic, racial and religious Other, as is
the case with all cultures of the world, it is advisable that thosc
who care about “it” and about its “own values” should
abandon the call for a “clash of civilisations”. Instead, they
would do well-to consider options other than the “clash” as a
cardinal principle of global politics in the future.

Throughout the centuries, human civilisation i all places
and limes has glways been a product of “an inditect human
partnership” where each nation and people have contributed
someihing until it reached its current stage. It is therefore
natural to strengthen this parinership and make it an explicit
and “direct parinership” for which we devise and implement
plans as we do in other frumpeted forms of partnership, such
as the “Buro-Mediterrahean Partnership.” '
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We sheuid be, thercfore, calling now for a partnership
between all producers of knowledpe und science from both
East and West, South and North, and in other parts of the
world. In the meantime, we should be also calling for
utilising and putting the outcome of this partnership and
all its products at the service of man, regardiess of race,
colonr, language, religion, gender or age, and to combat
the monopoly of knowledge under whatever pretext,’

In brief, let us launch a new call: “NQ to the clash of
civilisations”, and “YES to partnership in the realm of
knowledge”.

"Abdul-Nabi Isstaif, , “Why the East and the West need each other”, in
For a change (London), vol. 12, no., 6, DecemberfJanuary 2000 {Guest
Coiumn)
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