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    Preface




    A Few Facts and Certain Values




    “Let us look briefly at the terrible things that have been perpetrated by the Christian world in the West and the Muslim world in the East.” The author compares the wars and massacres that have occurred in the 20th and 21st centuries, and comes to the conclusion that the result is not very flattering for the West, the supposedly civilized world, even if “Muslims were not entirely blameless.” Two world wars, the Holocaust, the support given to Latin American and Arab tyrants, the coup against Mossadegh, an Iranian democrat, the apartheid system, the wars in Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq, the bloodbath on the Balkans, and a host of other conflicts, not to mention the carnage committed by the colonialists “were not the fault of Muslims.” Oddly enough most of the barbarity emanated from that part of humanity which derives its ideas from the American and French revolutions, and from the notion that “all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” It should not be forgotten that in 1789 the French National Constituent Assembly debated at length about whether or not this also applied to slaves overseas.




    The West (inasmuch as it still exists as a single entity) tends to forget that as a result of the recent past its power is far greater than its credibility. It is rather ambivalent, and has at one and the same time unusual skills and some alarming weaknesses. On the one hand Europe has learned its lesson from crimes committed in the past. Bahman Nirumand maintains that this has been demonstrated by the fundamental transformation of Germany and the establishment of the European Union as “a model of peace, freedom and human rights.” On the other hand, although the West is given to harping on about its values, it simply ignores them whenever realpolitik comes into play or tramples them under foot when it seems opportune to do so. “We are not separated by religions or civilizations. We are separated by facts – facts that are humiliating, demeaning and degrading, facts that have left deep scars and nourished feelings of anger, hatred and revenge.”




    One does not have to agree with everything the author says, but one should be grateful that he has said it. The Western world’s willingness to criticize itself and to become more mature in the process is on the wane. After 1968 Western self-criticism turned into an intense kind of ritual. Many people thought it was no more than self-hatred, and turned a deaf ear to what was being said. However, it is now needed more than ever, not as a mantra, but, in a globalized world, as a prerequisite for a successful type of foreign policy. It is of especial importance in the case of Islamic countries, whose political development (and in this it resembles the first democratic stirrings in the West) seems to be pursuing confused and convoluted paths. Those who know that their credibility has certain limits will no doubt be prepared to listen to Nirumand, who believes that one should not break off relations with dictatorships. They should be reshaped so that we are more firmly on the side of the oppressed and can encourage the work of their civil societies. For example, there should be more education and training, and by the same token fewer arms deals. In this way “Europe can regain lost trust.”




    Roger de Weck
Editor of series “Standpunkte”


  




  

    The Dignity of Man is Inviolable




    “The dignity of man is inviolable. To respect and protect it is the duty of all state authority. The German people therefore acknowledge inviolable and inalienable human rights to be the basis of every community, of peace and of justice in the world.” This is the wording of Article 1 of the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany. And the Preamble to the Declaration of Independence of the United States of America adopted in 1776 states: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The French Revolution adopted the slogan “Liberty, equality, and fraternity,” and in 1789 promulgated the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. It included a sweeping statement that was deemed to be universally valid: “Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.”




    The views expressed and enshrined in these three quotations, that is, the recognition of the fact that the dignity of man is inviolable and that irrespective of their origins, their race, their faith and their gender people are equal solely because they are human beings are some of the most remarkable achievements in the long history of mankind. It is something that the West has a right to be proud of. Acceptance of the fact that there is such a thing as human rights made it possible for more people than ever before to make the best of their talents, helped learning and the arts to flourish, and, last but not least, led to democracy, the best form of government that has ever existed. It aspires to defend the cause of freedom and social justice and to safeguard individual rights. Nearly 200 years separate the American Declaration of Independence and the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany adopted in 1949, and in Europe they included the Age of Enlightenment. On the one hand this era witnessed an unrelenting determination to support the cause of human rights. On the other hand, these ideals were sometimes simply brushed to one side, even when it came to one’s own nation, and this led to a great deal of misery. Thus as far as the indigenous inhabitants of the North American continent were concerned, the foundation of the United States of America meant servitude, suffering, and an untold number of deaths. It was a society founded by European emigrants in which people with dark and black skins were enslaved, discriminated against, and subjected to exclusion simply because they had few or no rights. In Europe racial insanity was rampant until a few decades ago, reaching a climax in the first half of the last century, when six million Jews were murdered, not to mention Sinti and Roma, and members of many other ethnic groups.




    The Europeans in particular were rightly proud of their belief in democracy and human rights, but this did not stop them from plundering and exploiting distant regions and turning them into colonies. In the West the spoils formed the basis of a unique economic upsurge, and they enabled people to accumulate capital. They also made it possible to set up structures and dependencies with which Western states were able to bring the whole world under their control for several centuries. And even after the oppressed nations had begun to resist and had become independent, the looting continued, albeit with other means. This historical suffering not only forms the backdrop to and is at the heart of the most important conflicts on our planet. It is one of the most important reasons for violence and responsive violence, for rebellions and revolutions, and for terrorism.


  




  The Battle of the Century




  Let us turn our minds back to 9/11. It was all rather eerie, like a never-ending nightmare. The whole terrifying sequence of events, the flames leaping up into the sky, the terrible sight of people jumping from windows and plunging to their deaths, and finally the two towers collapsing like a pack of cards – these are images which will probably never be erased from our minds.




  The attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington were unparalleled acts of terrorism directed against symbols of wealth and power. From the start – and that was the unusual thing about it – the assailants knew that thousands of people were going to die. It was quite unbelievable.




  But what was behind this total contempt for human life? Feelings of hatred and revenge? Political considerations? Mafia-style activities designed to increase someone’s wealth and power? We still do not know the answer. After getting over the initial shock and the feelings of helplessness aroused by the savagery of the attacks, people began to say that they knew who had perpetrated them. Those responsible for the horror were obviously adherents of Islam. Politicians and so-called experts on the Middle East and Islam, who suddenly appeared in the media in large numbers, explained to us that beyond the borders of the civilized world there was darkness, and that it was peopled by demons. The theory that there was going to be a clash of civilizations, or, to put it another way, a battle between good and evil, resurfaced and acquired a new lease of life. Civilization stood in stark contrast to barbarity; freedom stood in stark contrast to slavery; progress stood in stark contrast to stagnation; and the West stood in stark contrast to the Muslim world.




  Right at the very beginning President George W. Bush spoke of a crusade against barbarism, and toyed with the idea of bombing several countries. A few days later his Italian colleague, Silvio Berlusconi, went even further and said openly what many people were only thinking. “We must be aware of our supremacy and the superiority of Western civilization,” he said while on a visit to Berlin. Western civilization was superior to Islam, and thus the world had to be westernized. He went so far as to say that “The West will continue to conquer other peoples, just as it succeeded in conquering Communism and part of the Islamic world.” He claimed that Western society was characterized by a “love of liberty, and the freedom of both nations and individuals, which are certainly not part of the heritage of other civilizations such as Islam. Those civilizations are capable of acts that make me shudder.”




  I am not a religious fanatic, and am well aware of the fact that crimes have been and are still being committed in the name of Islam. One merely has to think of the Islamic Republic of Iran, where in the course of the last thirty years thousands of people have been executed in the name of God. Of course, any crime can hide behind a religious veil once faith is transformed into ideology and is used for political purposes. History has shown that any religion, no matter whether we are talking about Islam, Christianity or Judaism, can be used in this way. In point of fact, this holds true of any idea or Utopian vision which ends up as an ideology. One merely has to think of communism or National Socialism. As we shall see, even the very notion of democracy and an ideological interpretation of human rights can be used for certain political ends or utilized by those in power to protect their interests. So ideologues in particular want us to think that the disputes which currently pose a threat to world peace constitute a clash of civilizations, a struggle between the civilized world and barbarism, and between freedom and oppression, a battle between the religions, or, to put it more precisely, a war between Islam and the rest of the world. In January 2007, in his State of the Union speech, President Bush said that Shiite and Sunni extremists were “different faces of the same totalitarian threat” to the free and civilized world. “They want to kill Americans” and “kill democracy in the Middle East.” The war on terror was “more than a clash of arms.” It was “a decisive ideological struggle.”
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