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Sixty-five years ago one of the greatest scholamsazlern Islam asked the simple
guestion, “whither Islam?”, where was the Islammrl going? It was a time of intense
turmoil in both the Western and Muslim worlds — tdemise of imperialism and
crystallisation of a new state system outside Eerdipe creation and testing of the neo-
Wilsonian world order in the League of Nations; #maergence of European Fascism.
Sir Hamilton Gibb recognised that Muslim societiesable to avoid such world trends,
were also faced with the equally inescapable patietr of nationalism, secularism, and
Westernisation. While he prudently warned agaimaking predictions — hazards for all
of us interested in Middle Eastern and Islamictmsi— he felt sure of two things: (a) the
Islamic world would move between the ideal of satity and the realities of division; (b)
the key to the future lay in leadership, or whoaseauthoritatively for Islam. Today
Gibb’s prognostications may well have renewed @ee as we face a deepening crisis
over Iraq, the unfolding of an expansive and comrsial war on terror, and the

continuing Palestinian problem.

In this lecture | would like to look at the factaditsat may affect the course of
Muslim politics in the present period and near-téuture. Although the points | will
raise are likely to have broader relevance, | dithw mainly on the case of the Arab

world.

Assumptions about Political Islam

There is no lack of predictions when it comes fwodticised Islam or Islamism.
‘Islamism’ is best understood as a sense that gdongethas gone wrong with
contemporary Muslim societies and that the solutioast lie in a range of political
action. Often used interchangeably with ‘fundarabsmn’, Islamism is better equated
with ‘political Islam’. Several commentators have@aimed its demise and the advent
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of the postislamist era. They argue that the repressive rapps of the state has proven
more durable than the Islamic opposition and that ideological incoherence of the
Islamists has made them unsuitable to modern galittompetition. The events of
September 11 seemed to contradict this prediction, yet, unshakteey have argued that
such spectacular, virtually anarchic acts only prthwe bankruptcy of Islamist ideas and

suggest that the radicals have abandoned anyapaldf seizing power.

The contrary view points to a kind of Islamist piexation in our age. Rather than
waning or becoming less significant, Islamist gr®wre growing in size, reach, and
power. This is the contemporary version of eadi@ars of the ‘revolt of Islam’, fears
that arose in the late &entury as the Ottoman empire declined, in the 1820s and
early 1930s in the wake of the abolition of theiptzte, and the late 1970s and early
1980s in reaction to the Iranian revolution. Tqd#ys school of thought inverts the
argument of the school that says political Islare been a failure and that we are in the
post-Islamist period. This second school arguather, that because the state in the
Middle East generally lacks legitimacy and becabsealternative strategy of Islamism is

attractively uncomplicated, Islamist groups arengegy in popularity and influence.

Policy-makers in the Western capitals have adoghitedconcerns of the second
school of thought and have, as we know, launchid-8ung war on terrorism. Indeed,
the near-universal view, among policy-makers, acadge and the media, after the
unsettling events of Autumn 2001 was that, rathantbeing out of the woods and self-
congratulatory, we need to recognise that we atmdaa virulent and more dangerous
form of Islamic radicalism than has hitherto beears The official formulations of this
problem in Washington but, to a certain extentLandon as well have not been as
simplistic as sometimes portrayed. Critics of Rtest Bush and Prime Minister Blair
have been quick to see in their policy hints of émsades or that war between Islam
and the West is inevitable. In fairness, their kimg has been somewhat more nuanced
than the starkly defined fears and criticisms wduddve it, yet ultimately their thinking

has also been distorting. There are four assumgptiothe official worldview:



First, it is argued, a distinction should be madéreen moderate Muslims and
radical Islamists. More subtle than sometimes ackedged, this premise argues that
there exists a range of opinion in modern Islanea&mg of those who engage in what
he calls a “terror offensive”, President Bush hagl,s“Some call this evil Islamic
radicalism; others, militant Jihadism; and stilhets, Islamo-fascism. Whatever it is
called, this ideology is very different from thdigeon of Islam.” Prime Minister Blair
has very strongly distinguished Islam the religioom Islamic terrorism and spoken
warmly of the former: “To me, the most remarkabings about the Koran | how
progressive it is...[It] is a reforming book... inclusi. extol[ling] science and
knowledge. It is practical and far ahead of isdiin attitudes towards marriage, women
and government.” The radicals are the obvious earty way of contrast, and must be
dealt with decisively; moderate Muslims can andusthde enlisted in this anti-radical

campaign.

Second, while adverse social conditions accouptam, for the rise of radicalism,
the main driving force is ideology. Radical Islam, the words of President Bush,
“thrives, like a parasite, on the suffering andsfration of others” and a “culture of
victimization”. But what really matters is thatege radicals follow a “clear and focused
ideology — a set of beliefs and goals that are, éit not insane”. These evil tenets,
importantly, are “inalterable” and “totalitarianih the words of Prime Minister Blair,

“fanatical”.

Third, the radicals constitute an “empire of tefrer “borderless” in form,
“global” in its reach. Al-Qa’ida in particular fors a seamless network, reaching
outwards in shadowy ways, encompassing vast paeribdrihe Muslim world and many
groups. Prime Minister Blair, writing irForeign Affairs, was explicit about the

interconnections:

The struggle against terrorism in Madrid, or LondonParis is the same as the struggle
against the terrorist acts of Hezbollah in LebanamPalestinian Islamic Jihad in the
Palestinian territories, or rejectionist groupdrag. The murder of the innocent in Beslan

is part of the same ideology that takes innocessslin Libya, Saudi Arabia, or Yemen.



And when Iran gives support to such terrorism,eitdmes part of the same battle, with

the same ideology at its heart.

Fourth, Iraqg is the “central front” of the war oermorism. Connections existed
between Saddam’s regime and Bin Ladin, and toda@aiba operates with impunity

and is the driving force behind Sunni sectarianerioe.

These assumptions — Islamic differentiation, thenibance of ideology, the
existence of a broad-based network, and the pivotpbrtance of Irag — are based on
long and hard thinking in the foreign policy buregacies of the great powers, and
occupy the considerable attention of academicsedis Where is some sense to each, but

they are also problematic. To take each in turn:

1. The search for a distinction between moderataslibhg and radical Islamists is
certainly understandable and, naturally, thereothing wrong with distinguishing a great
religion from violence issued in its name. We alBo appreciate the value this
distinction would have when one is trying to appeaMuslim audiences, as the leaders
of the United States and United Kingdom are. K lmng ago become axiomatic both
that Islam does not constitute a monolith, and thatvast majority of Muslims around
the world reject violence as the preferred apprdagbolitics. Statesmen who make these

points are thus following a growing consensus.

The problem for analysis lies, however, in how weigion the Islamist side:
‘radical’ and ‘Islamist’ tend to become conflatednd Islamism emerges as
undifferentiated. As this occurs, critical distionis have become blurred, and something
tantamount to an Islamist monolith, or at leastligpsry slope of Islamism, has
powerfully emerged as the prism through which a @em political terrain is viewed.
But such a prism is distorting. Simply put, al-i@a’s approach to violence and its
black-and-white worldview are markedly differenordn those of other groups such as
Hamas, Hizbullah, and the various manifestationsthef Muslim Brotherhood. Yet,
regardless of the rhetorical concession that segmgood Muslims from bad Islamists,

these differences are overlooked in fact.



The United States has placed Hizbullah on theofiserrorist organisations, called
it “dangerous” and blamed it for the instability bébanon, despite the fact that it
represents a considerable portion of the Shi'glugality of Lebanese citizens — and has
effectively participated in the Parliament and @ahi President Bush assigned Hamas,
which won a majority in the Palestinian electiohganuary 2006, to “the camp of terror”
and the State Department lists it as a “Foreignorest Organisation”. Its story is more
complex, however. While it has engaged in or sujggoviolence against Israelis, it also
denounced the events of Septembef.11A number of Islamist leaders immediately
declared that they were “appalled by yesterdayikngs, explosions, destruction, and
attacks on innocent civilians” and they “denoungeldry firmly and strongly these
incidents that contravene all human and Islamicesll. Among the signatories was the

spiritual head of Hamas, Shaykh Ahmad Yasin.

My point is not to whitewash or exonerate thesaigso It is, however, to suggest
that while substantial differences exist amongnigh groups, current policy by and large
does not recognise them. In fact, it may, in theé, €ome close to arguing that a slippery
slope exists whereby there is really no such thimgnoderate Islamism, or that Islamists

inevitably mutate into radicals.

2. The matter of ideology Scholars have debated what the roots of Islanaism
Although Tony Blair has said that “it is rubbish soggest Islamist terrorism is the
product of poverty”, the most satisfying explanatice one that acknowledges the
importance of structural and ideological factosmong the former, structural ones are
economic deprivation, political closure or repreasiand social inequalities. People, in
other words, may well have concrete reasons tesgr@gainst and to oppose the status
quo. But, of course, it is the case that notradl discontented turn to violence, or express
their protest in terms that invoke God. Ideas heliefs do play an important role, and
any reasonable analysis must bring ideology backsiran explanatory factor. But it

matters how we view it.



Ideas and beliefs are not monolithic or homogenethesy are made up of a
variety of strands of thought and multiple intetpt®ns. Moreover, they change over
time. Ideas concerning, for example, nationalisapypar participation, and social justice
—or, for that matter, the nature of the state ahddj— are not stagnant, and Qur’anic
meanings are often ambiguous. Even in societies@servative as Saudi Arabia, reform
has been possible, and contrary to what may haee legpected, ideas of popular
sovereignty now coexist with the concept of diveowereignty in the political thought of
Muslims in modern-day Iran. In the case of the MusBrotherhood in Egypt and
Jordan, Hamas in Palestine, Hizbullah in Lebanbe,Islamic movements in Morocco
and Algeria, and others, we find a flexibility ofieiclogy that does not fit the stereotype of
the unbending ‘true believer'. Jihadist ideas & \eery much part of the intellectual
milieu, but most Islamist movements are neitherpéymihadist nor unequivocally
democratic. There is a mixture of evolving viewpsirthat belies the official, static

picture of ‘evil’ and ‘totalitarian’ mindsets.

3. Global networks There is no doubt that terrorism, or for thatttera Islamism
has transnational dimensions today. Borders, glodalised world, are increasingly
notional, and Islamist groups and ideas reach adtasinternal frontiers of the Muslim
world and have an impact, sometimes tragically askwow, even in the traditionally
non-Muslim world — in New York and Washington, Makrand London. But it is one
thing to speak of broad appeal and reinforcing muts; another thing to speak of an
empire of terror that links various groups to eather and has a similar source of
inspiration. We speak now of al-Qa’ida as if insttutes the central headquarters of
political Islam, just as we once spoke, in an etionaof the Comintern, of Iran as the
‘Khomeini-tern’ of radical Islam. The specific cinmstances of movements need to be

taken into account.

Nowhere is this better seen than in the cases ofddaand Hizbullah. Hamas is
pursuing an Islamist agenda, but is naturally af@dy the particular circumstances of
Israeli occupation, economic boycott, competitiothvihe secular Palestine Liberation
Organisation, and the corruption of local elitest &l the talk of religious concepts in its

basic covenant, one cannot make sense of Hamassuhls seen, above all, as part of
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the Palestinian national struggle. For its partzbdilah has gained strength in the
circumstances of Israeli occupation of parts oftlsern Lebanon, the support of Iran and
Syria, competition with other sectarian groups, dhd engrained weakness of the
Lebanese state. The globality of Islamism, evercahdslamism, is convenient shorthand
for its broad appeal, but it can be misleadingtifunderstates the particularity of

movements and groups and, therefore, the diffeseimctheir political agendas.

4, Iraq: In a curious and not entirely consistent way, thifcial discourse of

Washington and London acknowledges the importaheg least one local circumstance
when it singles out Iraq as the central battlefigldthe war against terror. The first
attempt at linkage was, to put it mildly, clumsyes$ident Bush argued in October 2002,
prior to the invasion of March 2003, that Iraq ameQa’ida had had contacts for “a
decade” and that Irag had trained al-Qa’ida membliarbomb-making and poisons and
deadly gases”. We now know that part of the Amaerigatelligence community

vigorously disagreed with these assertions and swyn disappeared from official

justifications for the war.

More recently, the attempt to tie Iraq to Islamaclicalism has taken two, inter-
connected forms: al-Qai'da is using Iraq as a bafseperations and is stimulating
sectarian violence there; what happens in Iraq @l a8 in Afghanistan will affect the
course of political Islam throughout the world. tlme now turn to a more specific

consideration of the Iragi dimension.

Irag and Islamic Radicalism

Both the American and British administrations havedicted that the Iraqi war
will lead to a reduction in Islamist violence thghout the world. Their main logic
appears to be that radicals would be lured to dradjdefeated there. President Bush said
in November 2005, “If we were not fighting and deging this enemy in Iraq, they
would not be idle. They would be plotting and kilii Americans across the world and
within our own borders. By fighting these terrosish Iraq, Americans in uniform are

defeating a direct threat to the American people.”



The two governments appear, however, to be outuak twith their own
intelligence agencies. The official investigatiohtike London bombings of July 2005
reported that the heads of MI5 and MI6 hanphasized ... the growing scale of the
Islamist terrorist threat”. The National IntelliggnEstimate of 2006, the most important
annual American intelligence report, pointed to W as a factor in the ‘metastasizing”
of global jihadism. An independent American studpup, the Council on Global
Terrorism, stated last year, “there is every slgat tadicalization in the Muslim world is
spreading rather than shrinking.” Academic critizgue that, in failing to pursue al-
Qai’'da after the fall of the Taliban rather thamading Iraq, the United States allowed al-
Qa’ida to establish itself firmly in the lawlesgrens of Pakistan and in western Irag. It
enhanced its popularity, moreover, not only amdrgranks of Palestinians, distressed at
the continuing stalemate of the Arab-Israeli cafland young Saudis or Egyptians,
among others, disenchanted with regimes that agpeaem as corrupt and excessively
pro-Western; but also among the disaffected youngslivhs of western Europe,
America, and perhaps Australia. One thinks of tteagArab poet, Adonis, who spoke of
the “kingdom of the bewildered rock”. “We die us¢ewe create the gods/We die unless

we murder the gods”.

An important part of the argument has to do witle tancouragement of
sectarianism, in Irag and elsewhere. Confessionahasity has existed throughout
Islamic history; one twelfth century anti-Shriteatt, for instance, was entitlethlbis
Iblis (The Devil's Deception). But today we are facedlydwith horrifying pictures of
not only Iragis blowing up Westerners, but alsoSaoinnis fighting Shi'a. There is no
doubt that al-Qa’ida is responsible in significpatt for such actions. The fetid anti-Shi’i
diatribes of Abu Mus’ab al-Zargawi, the head ofa4ida in Irag until his death, make
this point abundantly clear. So too do the actioinisis group. It bombed Shi'i holy sites
in Baghdad, Najaf, and Karbala, and in February620@stroyed the Golden Mosque in
Samarra. It proclaimed, unrealistically, the IslarState of Iraq in the Sunni, and
geographically non-contiguous, areas of BaghdadsWiand Anbar Province. In
characteristically evocative language, it proclaitesopposition to both the Crusaders —
Western forces — and the “Safavids” — a dynasfiereace to Iran. It is not surprising
that some Shi'a have responded in kind. Mugtad8aalFs militia, Jaysh al-Mahdi,
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constitutes one important group, although its forsegenerally trained against the

American-British occupation.

One scholar, Vali Nasr, has argued that sectanans now the defining
characteristic of Islam. In his view, the tensioves see in Iraq have their analogues in
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Afghanistan, anligtan. With Iraq the first Shi’i
Arab state, a new Cold War may be unfolding — ahis, time, not between the radical
Arab nationalists and the pan-Islamists, such asadterised the competition between
Nasser's Egypt and the Saudi Arabia of King Faysahe late 1950s and 1960s, but
rather between the Sunni Arabs and the Shi'i Ardbgypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia are the
state representatives of the former; Iraq and Lebaprincipally, of the latter. The initial
reactions of the three Sunni states to Hizbullam'ssile attacks on Israel in 2006 provide
some support for this point of view. They all danoced Hizbullah for its “adventurism”
and dragging the region into a dangerous war, atthpit must be said, they changed
their position once they discerned that their papoahs were behind Hizbullah’s ‘heroic’

struggle.

Iran is the peg on which regional order hangs. #a Sunni states, it is
destabilising: in their view, Iran encouraged thebanese crisis of last year, and as
President Mubarak caustically remarked, the Arata%ippear more loyal to Iran than to
their own countries. With regard to Irag, the bortéetween Iran and southern Iraq
scarcely exists, virtually all Iragi Shi'i leadevsve their current positions of influence to
Iranian assistance, millions of Iranians have gom@® Irag as pilgrims, and the
Revolutionary Guards operate with impunity on Iraqgil. A nuclearised Iran would be
even more alarming and dangerous. For the Shiighe other hand, Iran provides an
integrated, and welcome, support structure of il learning, financial aid, military
training, and political protection. Sunni alarmidear a Shi'i arc of crisis — what
Jordan’s King ‘Abdullah has called the “Shi'i crest” — whereas Shi’i chauvinists hope
for trans-local, sectarian solidarity, a kind oftpaularised pan-Islam. The scenarios for

the future may thus appear distinctly worrying.



But at the risk of underplaying the difficultiesybuld suggest that the general

factors outlined earlier help to put the matteoiperspective. In brief form:

Differentiation  Just as there is no Islamic monolith or Islamm®nolith, there is no
Sunni or, perhaps more importantly, Shi'i undiffeiiated whole. ‘Sunnism’ and
‘Shi'ism’ constitute constructed and politicisedtegories, and much is made to fit into
them. To take just the example of the Iraqgi Shifeere are those loyal to Ayatuallah
Sistani and the religious educational complex knasnthehawza Sadrists are less
compromising and are intermittent supporters ofdineent Iragi government, and while
all are anti-American, they have divided among tbelres on the attitude towards Iran;
the Islamic Da'wa Party and the Supreme Councithef Islamic Revolution in Iraq
(SCIRI) work within the present regime but remaiompetitors. There are Shii
nationalists who, however, have different views winether the Iragi state should be
unitary or federal; and there are Shi'i regionalisome of whom promote the primacy of
Basra over the central region, and others whofoaltregional separatism. Despite the
comforting ideal of solidarity, then, the realityf dragmentation and difference

undermines notions of a simple Sunni-Shi’i divide.

Ideology As we have seen, the idea of a rigid and umfateology behind Islamism is

guestionable. In the case of the Iragi Shi'a, dsave said, all factions have been
dependent on Iranian help in some way. This do¢showever, mean that they are all
followers of Iranian ideology. Grand Ayatullah @isi does not accept the Khomeinist
interpretation of governance, and his circle espswsless direct intervention in politics
than other Shi’i leaders who are more sympatheticiews emanating from the Iranian
spiritual centre of Qum. In addition, each has tmdome to terms with, and in effect
improvise positions on, ideas such as electiores otiganisation of a multi-ethnic state,
and cooperation with or resistance to occupiersndua civil war, issues which lack

established traditions on which they could autooadlij rely for guidance.

Regardless of whether ideology evolves in thesaugistances, it may not even
be the key factor at work. A simple point is oftarerlooked: the various Islamist actors

— leaders with established followers and organggedps — are political actors above all,
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seeking power and influence. This dynamic may ewplatra- and cross- sectarian
conflict, or conversely may induce forms of tadtibargaining among them. However
identified as Sunni or Shii, or Shi'i of a partlan kind, political actors are not

necessarily preconditioned to a particular coufsection.

‘Global’ or Specific Another general assumption we encountered eavig@s the

interconnectedness of Islamist movements. Somegeaittat there is a global network;
many others would acknowledge the importance ofstrational ties. There is no doubt
that both Sunnis and Shi'a in Iraq are connecteduiside groups. But the extent to
which a ‘global’ Shi'ism exists is debatable. Dispghe supposed commonalities, Shi'i
groups differ according to national or local ciratances. Hizbullah in Lebanon, and
Da'wa and SCIRI in Irag, have more common interestis other parties in Lebanon and
Irag, respectively, than with each other. Partly fbe reason | mentioned about
ideological differences, the linkage with Iran isaless of a trans-Shi'i commonality
than one might think. Added to this is the sugmadn many Shi’i quarters outside Iran
that Iranian Shi'ism is little more than a projectiof Iranian state power. Why, the
reasoning goes here, should we defer to a sup@iséd/atican when it is really only a

modern projection of Persian hegemony? Moreovwaerging anthropological studies
are documenting a kind of localisation of ritual exbby significant differences in the
observance of Muharram — a central commemoratiorthef Shi'i calendar — are
developing in southern Lebanon, southern Iraq,leard Rather than pan-Shiism, then,

we may be witnessing the development of nationdl&a’isms.

Looking to the Future

It would doubtless be rash, by way of conclusitm,make predictions. As
Churchill is reputed to have said, “it is much betb prophesy after the event has taken
place”. But, having foolishly put the “future oblttical Islam” in the title to this talk, let
me offer a few general, and | believe fairly saibservations. First, the Iraqi crisis, in
continuing to pose a profound challenge to regiatability, will empower sub-national
groups of all kinds, including Islamist ones. Thaty of Iraq has been declining since
the 1990s in the wake of the first Gulf war, anchasv largely fictional. The occupiers,
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intent on regime change but mired in nation-butgliappear to have no idea of either
how to remedy the situation or how to exit. Irstenvironment, the immediate prospects
for democratisation — the assumed corollary of shwa — are dim. With neither the
restraining iron fist of Saddam, nor ordered gine-#ake bargaining, the proliferation of
Islamic groups of various kinds enhances the pog&b of radicalisation. In a market

metaphor, the price is bid upwards.

Second, one of the two ‘winners’, if winning isetlappropriate word, will of
course be Iran. (The other is Israel.) Iran hggirations that are both regionally
assertive and, given the perception that it isretezl by the United States and its allies,
defensive. It has close links with prominent noatestactors such as Hizbullah in
Lebanon and the Shi'i parties of Irag. It has tber®mic and military power to influence
events well beyond its borders, and both the palitiill and ideological rationale to do
so. As Amin Saikal has pointed out, Iran has gaiaegreater geopolitical importance
today: an Iranian-Syrian axis lies at the centrevbét he calls a “Shi'a strategic entity”
stretching from western Afghanistan to Lebanon.sTimeans that no solution to the
present Iragi conflict can be reached without diagement, above all, with Iran, but

also with its allies — Syria and the local actting, ‘insurgents’.

Third, however alarming the prior two points magrse prognostications about a
great Sunni-Shi’i divide in the Middle East are abhcertainly overstated. Richard Haas,
president of the Council on Foreign Relations, teently offered a cogent view of an
emergent “New Middle East” in which “tensions betneSunnis and Shiites will grow
... causing problems in countries with divided saegtuch as Bahrain, Lebanon, and
Saudi Arabia”. There is no doubt that sectarianisae become more pronounced. A
distinctive feature of the modern landscape isaiet an accentuation of difference: the
pronouncing of excommunication on fellow Muslimst €xample, but also the self- and
cross-identification of Muslims as Salafis, Shi®Wahhabis, Sufis, and the many
variations on these identities. Salafi tracts, puegxly aimed at the ritual practice of the
faith, often denounce Shi‘i practices as deviationsuch emotive terms that the sense of

theumma the community of faithseems to vanish into the ether.
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But, in a sense, we have been here before — in986s when Sunni-dominated
Irag and revolutionary Iran were locked in mortambat for eight very bloody years.
The fears of similar uprisings and instability wexa realised by and large, and for two
broad reasons: the entrenched power of statdseimegion, with their abilities both to
co-opt and to repress; and intra-sectarian divssiofn addition, there is often an express
political purpose to the downplaying of sectariami$One would normally think of al-
Qa‘ida as assertively Sunni in inspiration and,ebely, the Iranian revolutionary state
as assertively Shi‘i. While this is certainly trui¢ is also the case that both have
approved of the struggles of Muslims beyond thestarian patch. Bin Ladin and his
lieutenant, Ayman al-Zawabhiri, endorse the jihadHbullah and depict it in broadly
Islamic terms as defence against Zionist and imfistriaggression, which endangers the
ummaas a whole. In a similar manner, the Iraniaaldsthment applauds the activities
of Sunni Hamas and has become its biggest finabaigker since the election of January
2006.

At the risk of seeming complacency, and puttingrassly, politics will trump
religion — or perhaps, somewhat more preciselye gtawer will trump religious politics.
And, as Sir Hamilton Gibb whom | cited at the otifzedicted, no matter how attractive
the idea of the broader unity of faith, it is chedkby the reality of division and

fragmentation.

There is a final, broader point that ought to ksden | have been speaking about
the specific impact of the Iragi war and the war terrorism, and thus leaving the
impression perhaps of a conflict-prone Islamic @woi$ome, as we have seen, regard
Islamism as inevitably ‘radical’, ‘militant’ or ‘fiadist’, hostile to the West and our way
of life. Prime Minister Blair has argued againke tidea of engrained civilisational
antipathy: “For this ideology [of militant Islamlve are the enemy. But ‘we’ are not the
West. ‘We’ are as much Muslim as Christian, JewHordu. ‘We’ are all those who
believe in religious tolerance, in openness to than democracy, in liberty, and in
human rights administered by secular courts.” iy hearing, this depiction of the

values under attack seems, nevertheless, culteatigded.
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But, whether we see Islam through the filter ofSféen values or not, a critical
guestion looms: can there be evolution of thoumid practice among those Muslims
who are expressly committed to political action®eQvay of looking at this is to assume
that rigidity or perhaps incoherence renders Istamincapable of real development; it is,
therefore, destined to fail. Another possibilihgwever, is that the very ambiguity of
Islamist thought, in addition to providing the oponal advantage of attracting a broad
constituency, allows for space for the flexible elepment of talismanic ideas like the
‘Islamic state’. If this view is taken, then, flsom being in decline, Islamism is capable
of adaptation and growth. We have examples, fragypEto Palestine and Lebanon,
from Morocco to Iran, of pluralist and participatddeas emerging and multiple voices
being heard. If not exactly democratic or singingm the same hymn sheet, these
contribute to a hybrid political theory and an gwmtiated, more open debate within the

community of faith.

What is often overlooked is that Muslim societ@s in uncertain transition, and
Islamic ideas are capable of evolution as well agsipulation. Jihad, to be sure, but also
wider, if not yet deeper, currents. In a reasguvway, the old fashioned Orientalist Gibb
got it right: Islamism is not on a “trail of daot”; and while it is very much rising, it
need not be jihadist, and can be pluralist. Thdityuaf the internal debate — leadership
in his terminology — will determine the future oblpical Islam. The struggle over who
speaks for Islam is far from over, and it would regrettable if we, outside the faith,

decide that it i®ver, or impose conditions that distort it.
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