The Clash of Fundamentalisms
Tariqg Ali

Thisbookwould deserve awide readership at any time. With George

Bush's'war onterrorism' in full swingit isindispensalde reading. Tha
ever more dangerous war frames Tariq Ali'slook & thelslamic world

over the last 14 centuries.

Thetitleisariposteto ach-conservative US pundt Samuel
Huntington, who wrote The Clash of Civilisationsin the late 190s.
Tha book dtemptedto patray the world as dividedinto eght
religious/cultural blocs whase mutual hostility would increasingly
become the dividing line d world politics. Huntington's chauwvnist
tiradeaganst Islamic dvilisation povidesintell ectual glossfor every
'‘MadMullah' keadline in the right wing press and frighteningly,
informs wha passes for thinking in the White House after 11
September.

Ali demolishes bath the hysteria about Islamic fundamentalism and
the wider sereatypes about Muslim sodeties. His accourt of the
origins of Islam showsits essentially pditical roats, expressd in
religiousideas, inthe Arabian peninsula, where great empires clashed
in the 7th certury. His description of the medeval I1slamic world,
stretching from southern Spain to northern India, chdlenges bath
Eurocentric fancies about inherent western superiority and dognatic
Islamist accourts abou agolden age when the ertireregon was
governed by what they take to be Islamic law.

He provides a vivid gimpse of varied sodeties where diff erent
cultures and bdiefs mixed, argued and influercedone andher. The
bookisin four parts. Thereislittle oppatunity for detailed andysis of
particular great historical events andisaues--such as why the more
advarced societies of thelslamic world falled to bres throughto
develop industrial capitalism. That is not a problem. Instead you gé
readalde essays and a series of insights. What holdsit togeher isa
twin pdemic against western imperialism (and assumptions of cultural
superiority) and badkward looking Islamic sectariansm.



But Ali does not make the mistake, so common onthe left, of simply
denounang bdh in equa measure. He has describedUS imperialism
as 'the mother of al fundanentaisms. The chapter 'A Shat Course
History of US Imperialism' showswhy. His critique of Islamist
palitical movementsistha they have failedto successfully corfront
this monster, and instead hawe reinforced the oppesson of those they
claim to liberate.

I've seen lots of finger-wagging by liberals (ometimes calling
themselves dalists) at youngMuslims who, out of bitterness and
despeation, hawe turnedto fundamenalist' Islamic ideas. Ali's 'L etter
toaYoungMudlim' inthisbook coud na be more different. Its
sympathy for the'youngMuslim's suffering, andshared (but better
informed) outrage & imperialism and caitalism makesits attack on
Islamism convincing, not patronising.

Ali's motive for writing this book artly mirrors the reasons why
others hawe looked to pditicised Islam. He describes how he has been
an aheist since childhood, and hav it was the Gulf War of 1991 that
reawakened hs'dormart interest in Islam' as the media poured ou
bilge @ou the Midde East. That motivation shows through It means,
for example, he has no dfficulty in dsmissing the ideathat Islamism
Is'fascism’ in acoupe of pages.

His certral exdanationisthat Islamist movemens have gown where
the forces of the secular left have beenweak. That istrue, but by itself
it does not take account of the social bases of support for Islamism,
which are more certral to his explanation d medieval Islamic schisms
and campeting movements.

This bookleaves plenty of scopefor argumert. But that isin the
certain knowvledge that it leares noroom for those who would point to
the suppased secularity andcivilisation d theUS anditsalliesas
justification for war against 'reactionary religious movemerts.
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