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The oppression of Muslims by Western states is often cited
as a cause of Islamic fundamentalism. Yet the deeper driver lies in
the values and choices of societies within the Islamic world.
Consider a recent example: when King Abdullah proposed
permitting women to drive in Saudi Arabia, fierce public
opposition compelled him to abandon the reform. As Sam Harris
argues, tyranny and human-rights violations are today among the
chief barriers to overcoming widespread misunderstandings about
Islam.

Each society develops its own moral framework, shaped by
political and economic stability, education and social equality.
People will always invent excuses for misconduct; moral
standards tend to rise as societies and their citizens develop.
Harris invites a thought experiment: imagine New York City in
1862, when street gang violence was commonplace — from a
modern viewpoint, that city might seem barbarous, yet it evolved
into a global success. Harris contends that aspects of Islam are
incompatible with liberal civil society, which helps explain why
some fundamentalists resist constructive dialogue. He believes the
confrontation with the West will persist until Muslims either
reshape their faith into a benevolent ideology or abandon it.
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Arguments by Slavoj Zizek, Sam Harris, Oriana Fallaci,
and Alain Finkielkraut are not wholly persuasive; it is unwise to
single out religious resurgence as the sole cause of modern
conflict. In my view, Western concern about Islamic
fundamentalism is often exaggerated. Fundamentalism should not
be conflated with a general revival of Islam: no predominantly
Muslim state has yet attained the political or economic parity with
the West that some analysts foresee.

Eastern and Western conceptions of freedom differ
markedly. In liberal thought, freedom chiefly protects individual
rights against the state; in much Islamic discourse, freedom is
framed as submission to Allah’s will. This divergence helps
explain why some extremists embrace death as an instrument of
struggle: martyrdom is sometimes elevated to the highest
expression of liberty. As cited by National Geographic, Osama
bin Laden put it bluntly: “This place may be bombed, and we will
be killed. We love death. The US loves life. That is the big
difference between us.” Such acts are not personal revenge or
conventional heroism but a sacred sacrifice for an idea.

The asymmetry between FEast and West must be
acknowledged. Should a civilisational clash occur, the West may
enjoy material and military advantages, yet history warns that
wealth and arms do not guarantee endurance: European empires
collapsed despite riches; the Soviet Union’s military might did not
secure its survival; and the powerful Roman Empire ultimately
succumbed to a seemingly weaker Christian movement.

Political analyst Patrick Buchanan, who advised Presidents
Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Ronald Reagan, draws on such
historical analogies to argue that ideas, principles and ideologies
are the decisive forces to confront.
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