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Preface


As I write these lines nuclear experts are betting that Muslim terrorists will detonate a thermonuclear bomb in a major American city before the end of this decade. George W. Bush polls lower than Osama bin Laden in much of the world, especially in the so-called Global South (what used to be referred to as the “Third World” or “Developing World”). Despite relatively successful elections and subsequent pro-democracy protests across the region, the US occupation of Iraq and the Israeli Occupation of Palestinian territories, which most of the world believes the US sanctions, have eroded America’s global standing to an all-time low. A “clash of fundamentalisms” dominates the world stage, while a still inchoate global Left struggles to carve out space between the two extremes. As I’m digesting the news of impending Armageddon, the BBC News shows images of 30,000 protesters – including a couple of Chilean secret service agents – vociferously denouncing President Bush’s policies at the annual APEC summit in that country.

Pages more of examples could be provided from yesterday’s or tomorrow’s news, but the story they’d tell would differ only in detail, not in substance or theme. The reality is that much if not most of the population of the world is angry at the United States and its economic, cultural, and geostrategic policies. It has got to the point that a book entitled Why Do People Hate America has become an “international bestseller” (or so its cover claims). Although I have not seen much evidence of it in my regular trips to Europe and the Muslim world, people tell me that they’ve never seen these regions as rife with anti-American sentiment as they are today.

Given the seeming endless supply of anger and even hatred across the globe – which, depending on whom you read, is either sometimes, often, or exclusively directed at the United States – it might seem strange to title a book Why They Don’t Hate Us; but that is just what this book will argue. Indeed, not only am I firmly convinced that most of “them” don’t hate most of “us,” I’m equally convinced that the very idea that there is an “us” and a “them” is part of the problem that leads people to think that we and they can’t get along. At least in the Middle East, North Africa, and Europe, the parts of the world I know best, the number of ways people define themselves, their cultural identities and attitudes, are too complex and varied to be subsumed under any one “they.” (And if the pundits’ take on the 2004 US Presidential election is to be believed, there are at least two “wes” populating the United States, and most likely a whole lot more.)

Moreover, I have rarely witnessed most of the various theys of the Muslim world (or “old Europe” for that matter) irrationally hating or uncritically denouncing the United States. Instead, as I will show in the pages that follow, the vast majority of the world’s Muslims have a fairly accurate understanding of the political, economic, and cultural impact of American/“Western” policies that today fall under the rubric of “globalization.” Certainly, the average Muslim is better informed about the United States or Europe than the average American is about Arab/Muslim, or even European, cultures and societies. To the extent that Muslims are critical of the United States or the larger West (which today would more appropriately be called the “Global North”), their reasons are as often as not quite rational – as the Pentagon’s Defense Science Board put it, “they do not hate our freedom, they hate our policies” – and depending on the issue are likely to be shared by Americans on the Left or Right.

Yet despite the extent and often severity of the criticism, we should not be surprised that most Muslims want to engage with American and Western/Northern cultures – where, after all, millions of them live – as long as they can do so with some measure of cultural confidence and autonomy, and can at the same time participate in the globalized economy on terms that enhance rather than harm their economic well-being and life chances. In these sentiments they are joined by the vast majority of Europeans (old and new), South Americans, Africans, and other citizens of the so-called “Rest” of the world, who, as I show throughout this book, have many good reasons to be extremely upset about the policies of the United States and its allies, and the world they are creating.

Because of these sentiments, most Muslims have as little use or sympathy for terrorists as does the average American. Whether in Cairo or Karachi, Jakarta or Jenin, most citizens of the Muslim world, like their counterparts across the Global South, would much rather find ways to work with the citizens of the Global North to change these dynamics than struggle against them in some zero-sum contest for world supremacy – or worse, survival.

These comments should not be taken to suggest that all’s well with the rest of the world, and the Muslim world specifically. There is overwhelming evidence that the majority of Muslim countries are poorer, less democratic, and more riven by internal and external conflicts than almost any other world region besides sub-Saharan Africa. Crucially, however, the sources of these problems don’t lie in “what went wrong” with Islam, or in its supposed isolation from the unfolding of freedom, democracy, and Enlightenment of the last four centuries (as claimed by “experts” as diverse as Bernard Lewis and Irshad Manji). Rather, they will be found in the economic, political, and cultural structures of the world system as it evolved during the modern era, a system that has produced dysfunctional societies across the globe, and for whose problems the West bears at least as much responsibility as does Islam.

Indeed, as I show throughout this book, almost every pathology we can find in the Muslim world – from hate-filled ultra-conservative religious beliefs, to a glorification of violence, to faith-based, passive and depoliticized consumerism – has its counterpart in the Global North, and particularly in the United States. The difference is that while “we” are rich and powerful enough to binge, bully or bomb our way through the crises caused by our various disorders, “they” rarely have the luxury of such responses.

But Muslims are no longer willing to suffer in silence. In fact, they haven’t been for quite some time, but it has only been with the spread of advanced technologies and the ever-increasing flows of people, money, and ideas that constitute globalization that Muslims have gained the power to make “us” stop and listen whether we want to or not. Of course, Europeans and Americans have long accused Muslims of being irrational, emotional, and childish; of having the bad taste to “cry and suffer out loud like children” (for which an American observer castigated Moroccan soldiers during the World War I battle of Claires-Chêsnes). In fact they’ve most often been described in stereotypically feminine terms: as passive objects of our benevolence, incapable of thinking, planning, and acting towards their own liberation without our help. Such a condition is, of course, the prerequisite for our “lifting off their veils” and liberating them; a task which somehow never quite works out as planned, in large measure because of the supposedly unchangeable and unreformable nature of Muslim religion and culture.

As I write, the United States has once again joined the noble crusade to liberate Muslim women; this time by killing them and their husbands, sons, brothers, and fathers to the tune of over 100,000 in Afghanistan and Iraq. To make this liberation possible, as I’ll explain later on in this book, we’ve had to generate so much chaos and confusion that it becomes impossible for most of us to understand what’s really happening “over there.” Instead, we’re left to fret over a clash of civilizations between an enlightened and democratic United States and an “Axis of Evil” that is seemingly as dangerous to everything “we” stand for as the German–Italian–Japanese “Axis” was in its day.

But as we’ll see in the first two parts of this book, there could be no Axis of Evil without an “Axis of Arrogance and Ignorance” to lay the foundation for its successful penetration into American political culture. Indeed, the Axis of Evil is a ludicrous but very useful fiction, one that helped the Bush Administration strike just enough fear into the hearts of Americans to justify spending hundreds of billions of dollars invading Iraq and preparing for the war-without-end necessary to achieve “full spectrum dominance” of the world’s politics, economies, and cultures. Or at least to dominate that part of the world that’s home to the vast majority of its remaining easily recoverable petroleum reserves.

This dynamic is a major irony of post-September 11 American relations with the countries of the Muslim world: their liberation necessitates our dominance; but since the vast majority of the world’s Muslims, including women, do not want our help to liberate them (not a strange sentiment, considering how deeply we’ve been involved in their oppression), we cover their cultures with a blanket of war, violence, and anger. In so doing we make the living cultures and societies underneath increasingly impenetrable to all but the most “expert” among us.

But if we can’t penetrate, we must engage them if there is to be any chance of bringing a sane conclusion to the imbroglio enveloping both sides of the civilizational divide. We – and here I mean a much bigger “we” than one defined by the narrow bounds of “American,” “Western” or “Muslim” cultures in isolation from each other – must lift the veil that has been placed over Muslim, and especially Middle East and North African, societies by those who claim to be their liberators. To do so we must engage in the long and arduous job of providing the information and encouragement to the people most susceptible to the Axis of Evil and clash of civilizations, in both Muslim and American (and, to a lesser extent, European) societies to gain a more accurate understanding of who “we” and “they” are, of what the dynamics are that have made the current world system possible, and of the specific histories of the various cultures struggling to achieve a measure of autonomy and genuine political and economic development within it, against great odds.

In this context, one of the main arguments of Why They Don’t Hate Us is that bringing together the people who are both most interested and most capable of lifting the veil – from our own eyes even more than from Muslim societies – is the sine qua non for achieving any measure of truly holistic and positive social change in Muslim and American/Western cultures alike. This is in fact among the most important tasks before the scholars, activists, artists, and other members of what I call the global peace and justice movement in the post-September 11, post-Iraq world. And it is to help in this endeavor that I have written this book, and focus specifically on the politics, economies, and cultures of the Middle East in the age of globalization. Culture is a focus, because the task of holistic social changes is going to be achieved first and foremost through culture and cultural interaction – what I call culture jamming – rather than through political machinations, upheavals, violence, or revolutionary economic transformation.

As I will argue in the pages that follow, the slow process of achieving cultural maturity worldwide is, in the age of globalization, the primary means of transcending the neoliberal world system and creating a new international order based on real peace, freedom, democracy, and sustainable development. This book provides the knowledge and tools to make a difficult and often painful process a bit easier, and perhaps even enjoyable.

The journey that has led me to the conclusions in the following pages has spanned the majority of my life, from the first time I heard the Middle Eastern-tinged music of bands like Led Zeppelin as a young child, to my most recent trip to the Middle East in spring 2005. Too many people have made it possible to list them all here, but without any one of them my life trajectory might have changed beyond recognition; certainly this book would have never come to be.

For the intellectual and musical grounding that allowed me begin this journey: Fr. Charles Bradley; Albert Collins; Johnny Copeland; Ted Dunbar; Kevin Eubanks; Dr. John; Murray Lichtenstein; Ron Long; Russell Martone; Rabbi David Panitz; Barbara Sproul; Gail Tirana; and John Vitale. For comments, research help, priceless discussions, and musical experiences during the course of my research: Barbara Abrash; Sami Abu-Shehada; Amer al-Adhadh; Sara Alexander; Stefano Allievi; Paul Amar; Soren Ambrose; Arjun Appadurai; Ala al-Azzeh; Raymond Baker; Filiz Baskan; Taieb Belghazi; Medea Benjamin; Besh o Drum; Homi Bhabha; Mariana Botey; Farouk Bouasse; Lori Brandt; Breyten Bretyenbach; Myriam Cattuse; Vinayak Chaturvedi; Sami Shalom Chetrit; Alev Çinar; Jim Cohen; Juan Cole; Chuck D; the Culic family; Davey D; Lara Deeb; Herbert Docena; Moez Doraid; D’Tripp; Jean Dupré; Vincent Eirene; Tom Engelhardt; John Esposito; Jodie Evans; Basem Ezbidi; Pat Farmer; Rev. James Forbes; Thomas Frank; Michael Franti; Peter Gabel; Paola Gasparoli; Negar Ghodstinat; David Theo Goldberg; the Guidotti family; Hassan Hakmoun; Rema Hammami; Dyala Hamzah; Amr Hamzawy; Hassan Hanafi; the Hertel family; Jason Hill; Jim Holston; Arianna Huffington; Amir Hussein; May Jayyusi; Deborah Kapchan; Ambassador Rich Kazlaurich; Geoffrey Kelly; Shawana Kemp; Eman Ahmed Khammas; Mark Kingwell; Naomi Klein; Lina Kreidie; KRS-1; Dominick LaCapra; Karen Lawrence; the LeVine family; Zachary Lockman; Cecelia Lynch; Peter Mandaville; Brinkley Messick; Ziba Mir-Hosseini; Tim Mitchell; Jacopo Moroni; Viggo Mortensen; Abdellatif Mouhibi; Fred Neuhauser; Jørgen Nielsen; Jonathan Nitzan; Bruce Novak; Ozomatli; David Patel; Pilar Perez; the Perniciaro family; Geoff Porter; Anton Pukshansky; Isam Qasim; Ghidian Qaymari; Jerry Quickley; Dan Rabinowitz; Jesse Rabinowitz; Tariq Ramadan; Oday Rashid; T-Ray; Vernon Reid; Anthony Richter; Nancy Ries; Jakob Rigi; Fidel Rodriguez; Jaime Rodriguez; Nir Rosen; Anant Sanchetee; Saskia Sassen; Nanette Schorr; Daniel Schroeter; Jillian Schwedler; Stefano Sensi; Shannon Service; Gershon Shafir; Jonathan Shannon; Adam Shapiro; Walid Shomaly; John Smith; Paolo Soares; Izzat Soubra; DJ Spooky; Georg Stauth; Bo Strath; Sandy Sufian; Salim Tamari; Rudy Torres; Simona Torretta; Rick Ulfik; Dmitri Vietze; Peter Wagner; Maher al-Wahhash; Rev. Jim Wallis; Keith Wattenpaugh; Charles Wheeler; Jon Wiener; Rev. Ron Winley; Nadia Yassine; Hakan Yavuz; Reda Zine; and Layla al-Zubaidi.

Funding for the research for this book was provided by grants from the Foundation for Ethics and Meaning; the Fulbright-Hayes Committee; the Social Science Research Council; the Stuttgart Seminar on Cultural Studies; the International Institute for Advanced Studies and the Department of Middle Eastern Studies at New York University; the Society for the Humanities at Cornell University; the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies at the European University Institute; the Global Peace and Conflict Studies Program; the Humanities Research Institute and Humanities Center of the University of California, Irvine; the Open Society Institute; TIKKUN magazine; We, The World; and the US Institute of Peace.

Finally, incredible thanks for their insightful comments, critiques, and editing of various drafts of this book to Valerie Amiraux; Joel Beinin; Carl Bromley; Rebecca Clare; Helen Coward; Mike Davis; Novin Doostdar; Steve Heidemann; Mark Hopwood; Judith Kearns; Rabbi Michael Lerner; Yves Mény; Keith Nelson; Ken Pomeranz; Deirdre Prinsen; Victoria Roddam; Omid Safi; Armando Salvatore; Samer Shehata; Mary Starkey; Chris Toensing; Steven Topik; and Oren Yiftachel. To the extent the final product does not live up to the high expectations of the many people listed here, it is the fault of the author and not the many friends and colleagues who so generously gave of their time to this project.
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Figure 1 Just doing it: Musicians jamming in the Jma al-Fnaa in Marrakesh (2002) and a student-painted wall at the al-Nahrain (formerly Saddam) University cafeteria in Baghdad (2004) reveal how American brand icons are translated into the identities and life-goals of Muslims.



Introduction: They Are Us

The world, it seems, is a very cruel place. If there’s one thing that the wanton destruction of the last century has taught us, it’s that people need little incentive to hate and murder each other, by the millions when possible.

So it’s no wonder that within days of the horrific terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 – which I had watched unfold, dumbfounded, with my infant son across the East River in Queens – newspapers and magazines began running headlines asking or explaining “Why They Hate Us.” A logical question, albeit a day late (to say the least). There’s just one problem: there’s no “They” or “Us” to be the subject and predicate of what as far as I can tell is a meaningless sentence. Meaningless because having spent the last dozen years living, studying, working, performing, and struggling in the Middle East and North Africa (from now on, MENA),1 I have met few Arabs or Muslims who fit the role of a mythical They whose irrational hatred of the United States caused the carnage of September 11, the subsequent war on terror, and the invasions and occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq.

What I have found instead are exiled Islamist parliamentarians railing against the lack of democracy in their home countries and radical punks accused of being Satanists. I’ve met Islamist feminists who hate the word feminism and young men who spend hours at the neighborhood internet café surfing the web for the best US colleges and French porn sites. I’ve seen musicians who were too big to crawl through “security walls” erected in the middle of their towns by occupying armies (and so can’t get to their next gig), and religious lawyers teaching in secular universities; six-year-olds singing songs about love, eight-year-olds dancing to songs about hand grenades. I’ve jammed with metalheads willing to face arrest and torture to play their interpretation of Black Sabbath, met Sufi singers who wanted me to convert to the “beautiful religion”; sat on panels with fiercely independent coeds whose attire would lead the average American to assume they’re horribly “oppressed,” and with progressive Muslim intellectuals barred from speaking at progressive conferences by progressive Europeans who can’t imagine there’s such a thing as a progressive Muslim. I’ve danced with nouveau riche ravers on fake coffins in open-roofed discos next to the sites of real-life massacres, and interviewed terrorist intellectuals who admitted the futility of suicidal violence but were clueless as to how to stop it, and young activists in refugee camps whose bookshelves are lined with Subcommandante Marcos and the latest in Western critical theory. And so on and so on.

Of course, I could have spent my time in the region as a covert CIA operative. That seems to be what the US Government wants people like me to do these days – “stop criticizing American foreign policy and help America win the war on terror” – but I never quite figured out how a long-haired Jewish guitar player was supposed to move covertly through the Middle East.2 On the other hand, if I’d become a spy, maybe I would have met more representatives of what the 9/11 Commission Report labels the “Islamist terrorist menace.” But what good would that have done? Didn’t the CIA train Osama bin Laden? Familiarity clearly doesn’t always breed insight.

Even so, from the CIA analysts I’ve met (I don’t think I know any covert operatives, but how can one be sure?) there seems to be a general consensus that the citizens of the Arab/Muslim world, and the MENA in particular, are pretty much like us. Not just because their experiences, personalities or tastes are the same as ours, whoever we are, but because behind the seeming monolithic “Arab” or “Muslim” identities lies an enormous variety of cultures, attitudes, beliefs, and practices – some laudable, some disturbing, some just plain wrong – about which it is impossible to make broad generalizations.

Without the crutch of such simplistic identities it becomes impossible to offer the kind of sweeping questions or conclusions found in the writings of best-selling authors like Thomas Friedman, Samuel Huntington, Richard Perle, Bernard Lewis, or Niall Ferguson, whose books speak of civilizations clashing, gone wrong, forced to choose between cars and trees, needing a good dose of enlightened Anglo-Saxon imperialism, or mired in unredeemable evil. So instead I have brought together the insights of the thousands of people I’ve come across from all walks of life during my many travels in the region, thrown them together with an equal number of documents, books, articles, videos, CDs, pamphlets, manifestos, and other sources, and after endless sifting have written what I am fairly confident is the most accurate possible assessment of the assortment of concepts, ideologies, practices, and phenomena commonly referred to as “globalization” as it’s been experienced in the MENA region.

According to Webster’s online dictionary globalization means “to make global, especially: to make worldwide in scope or application.”3 The term was coined in the 1980s as a verbal noun to refer to the expansion of multinational corporations into new markets in untapped regions of the world. Ever since then globalization has evoked equal parts of delirium and fear: for its supporters it seems the natural evolution, even highest imaginable stage, of human economic relations, providing the engine for unlimited growth and wealth for the world. For its opponents – whether Seattle’s Turtle People, Tehran’s turbaned morality squads, Africa’s undersold farmers or Najaf ’s imams – it has proven the greatest threat to economic, cultural, political, and ecological well-being since the heyday of European colonialism, to which it is often compared.

Whatever it is, and however you feel about it, offering yet another in a seemingly endless supply of books about globalization may not seem like such an urgent task. After all, last time I checked amazon.com I could buy 14,581 books about globalization, and this doesn’t include all the books dealing with the war on terror and the Middle East more specifically since the terrorist disaster of September 11, 2001. As we’ll see in the course of this book, however, the problem with most of them is that they’re either wildly inaccurate, deal primarily with economic globalization, or barely touch most of the countries of the MENA in a systematic way.

What has yet to be written is an in-depth analysis of globalization in the MENA region that explores its cultural and economic dynamics equally, and ties them to worldwide experiences and trends – whether studying the various levels of chaos that are challenging societies across the developing world or working as an activist, artist, scholar, or policy-maker in the still-maturing “global peace and justice movement,” a term I use to recognize the coalescing of the anti-corporate globalization and anti-war movements in the wake of September 11 and the war on terrorism. Without this kind of information, the breaking down of barriers and building of bridges and coalitions between the world’s still-divided cultures, which are surely among the most urgent tasks facing humanity today, will be frustrated by the power of a “neoliberal globalization” gone wild – gone wild precisely because neoliberalism and the chaos it creates makes a true globalization of human relations, economies, and cultures impossible.

Critics of globalization have used “neoliberal globalization” as a catch-all phrase to signify a largely corporate-controlled agenda of global economic integration which, in their opinion, has wreaked economic and cultural havoc on developing societies. While I share this critique in many respects, I use the term to represent the dominant ideology of the major industrial powers and international financial institutions (both “public” institutions such as the World Bank and IMF and “private” institutions such as international banks) that govern the international economy. More specifically, I take neoliberal globalization to signify the process of global economic integration based on principles of supposedly “free” trade and markets, low tariffs and taxes, free exchange rates, and the privatization and liberalization of national economies. In the developing world, such policies are usually accomplished by the use of structural adjustment programs administered by the World Bank and IMF whose goal is to “open” countries to private, usually Western corporate, interests. As we will see in Chapters Two and Three, historically such policies have not led to greater global integration, distribution of wealth and/or resources, or more open migration policies. Instead they have led to greater concentration of wealth, inequality, and conflict.

If terms such as the “global peace and justice movement” or “neoliberal globalization” are difficult to pin down, it is equally hard to generalize about the countries of the MENA, never mind across the “cultures” or “civilizations” that many writers use to represent the supposed antagonists of the post-Cold War – and now, post-September 11 – era. And so the majority of the sources, stories, and reminiscences in this book will be drawn from individuals and movements (usually below our media and political radar screen) whose experiences of and responses to the “West” and the United States are much more complex than most of us would imagine.

Of course, I’ll spend quite a bit of time exploring important issues such as al-Qa’eda, the wars on terrorism and Iraq, the imperial dreams of the Bush Administration, and the reasons for the widespread dictatorship and corruption in the region. But while they are important subjects, exploring them is not the primary reason I wrote this book. For me it was more important to use these issues as the entrée to exploring why voices across the so-called civilizational divide have yet to come together in a critical mass for dialogue, peace, and democracy, and how such activities can be nurtured.


Empathy and Culture Jamming in the Global Middle East

The idea to write a book about globalization and culture in the Middle East first came to me in the middle of a culture jam I was hosting at the Patriotic Hall in Los Angeles. As I have imagined it, a culture jam is a combination of “roundtable” and performance bringing together an international (or at least multicultural) group of artists, scholars, and activists who don’t normally have the chance to be in dialogue with each other, let alone an audience. Some readers might feel that a Westerner calling for Middle Easterners to adopt “culture jamming” – a concept that usually is meant to describe progressive artists in North America “jamming” advertisements with images that contradict the idea or product the ad is supposed sell – is just one more example of cultural imperialism, this time from the post-Seattle Left. But to do so would be to miss the musical core of the concept, which envisions the meeting of cultures as a true collaborative effort in which, like a great jam session, all the participants contribute uniquely yet equally to the cultural product being created.

In fact, as we’ll see in Chapters Six through Nine, such culture jamming is already occurring regularly in the MENA in ways Westerners don’t easily recognize. One goal of this book is to help increase the mutual awareness by scholars, activists, and other concerned people about promising developments that are rarely covered, studied or accounted for in the mainstream press, academia, and policy-making. What makes this task so important is that, without a broader understanding of the ways in which cultural interconnections can and do occur today across the MENA, attempts to bring scholars, activists or policy-makers together will be more likely to include a narrow, and often problematic, group of participants who together are not capable of creating new cultures of peace, justice or democratic development based on positive, inclusive yet self-critical identities.

The particular culture jam that inspired this book was taking place in the middle of the 2000 Democratic Convention, for me the Shadow Conventions, and my boss Arianna Huffington was understandably worried as she watched a dozen or more masked anarchists descend to the hall’s basement café (no doubt looking to hide from the not too friendly forces of LA law and order). I wasn’t too thrilled either, as they had literally run me over a couple of hours earlier charging into battle with the police at a free concert by Rage Against the Machine and Ozomatli.

But here they were, and what could we do but welcome them – in peace – and continue the jam, which had begun earlier that day with KRS-One, Ozomatli, Vernon Reid and the Doors’ John Densmore. In the space of ten minutes, as DJ Fidel of the collective Seditious Beats spun some old NWA, Muslim preacher and activist Minister Conrad Muhammad delivered an impassioned sermon on the need for large-scale grass-roots activism, San Francisco’s Company of Prophets hiphop collective threw down some powerful rhymes excoriating the duplicity of Democrats and Republicans alike, and several anarchists took to the stage to report on their activities.

The audience was simultaneously spellbound and literally jumping to join in the performance. It was then, in the midst of moderating a heated discussion between militant anarchists and pacifists over the post-Clinton World Order, that it occurred to me that the same kind of conversations between artists, scholars, activists, and a politically aware audience that were taking place here could, and should, take place elsewhere. Especially in and around the Middle East.

Why are culture jams so important to this endeavor? Because from my experience in the worlds of art, academia, and activism, culture jamming is the best – and even only – way to grasp and work through the unprecedented complexity of globalization and the problems it has generated, which demand the kind of radical strategies that only can emerge collectively – by bringing artists, activists, writers, and scholars to work, perform and struggle together; not in the recording or TV studio, not in closed conferences or on unapproachable stages, but in close dialogue with the very public whose views and attitudes they have great power to shape.

The idea of bringing culture jamming to the MENA might seem a bit naïve considering the seeming hostility towards the US in the region. But what the discussions throughout Why They Don’t Hate Us will show is that, contrary to official Government and media rhetoric in the US (and to a lesser extent in Europe), most of the people of the Middle East do not “hate us” or long for jihad against Western culture and imperialism: this despite being justifiably appalled by decades of Western support for the most repressive and corrupt regimes imaginable, not to mention the overthrow of regimes “we” don’t like, and even invasion and occupation of countries when it suited “our” interests. In fact, culture jamming is the best way to overcome the marginalization of Middle Eastern voices from the coalition of forces and movements opposed to neoliberal globalization.

Indeed, when Seattle’s anti-WTO protests of late 1999 shook the world, I hoped, and even assumed, that the Muslim world would soon join the worldwide grass-roots movement against globalization; especially since many of the earliest protests against neoliberalism occurred in the Middle East. I knew that the time was ripe for such a coalition to emerge since I was in the middle of a project examining Arab and Muslim experiences of and responses to globalization, and had found numerous similarities between the perspectives of heavy metal rockers, world musicians, and their more well-known “radical Islamist” counterparts, and those of activists and intellectuals in the West.

But I was surprised and angry at the lukewarm response I received from leading organizations in the movement, none of whom understood the implications of the long history of European and US imperialism on globalization in the region, or even considered the MENA part of the globalized world. As important, none seemed interested in including the voices of Arabs and Muslims in their teach-ins, literature or collective mobilizations until September 11 woke them up to a common enemy in the Bush Administration (but sadly, for most, not in Saddam Hussein).

Since September 11 Middle Eastern voices have thankfully become less marginalized in the global peace and justice movement, or at least in the anti-war movement. Yet this hasn’t signaled a drastic improvement in rhetoric or strategy, as the anti-corporate globalization and now anti-war coalitions seem much more interested in and capable of explaining what they’re against, or critiquing specific countries (usually the US and/or Israel), than in offering a comprehensive system-wide critique of neoliberal globalization. But as the chapters that follow will show, such a holistic critique is the necessary first step in developing a positive vision of how to build another, more just and peaceful, world. Without it, how can the global peace and justice movement attract and mobilize the tens, even hundreds of millions, of people it will take to turn the dream into reality?

What’s more, even with the coming together of Arab/Muslim and Western anti-war voices, the level of ignorance of and sometimes hostility to Islam and its cultures within the progressive movement, among leaders and the grass roots membership, remains high. And when these voices do converge (as they did in December 2002 in Cairo to condemn the war then still to come, and then in Beirut in October 2004 to strategize about future collaborations between Middle Eastern and Western activists) they generally offer platitudes about Zionist and American imperialism, refuse to take on the issue of violence within their movements, and can find nothing worse to say about regimes like Saddam Hussein’s in Iraq than that they suffer from “challenges to democratic development.”4

These dynamics have helped create the situation in which I’m writing these words: the Bush Administration and its “coalition of the willing” is engaged in a brutal, chaotic, yet extremely profitable and successful occupation of Iraq, one made possible by victories over both Saddam Hussein and the strongest anti-war movement in history. This situation has convinced me that what the forces of peace and justice are fighting against is not just an “axis of evil” concocted by the US Government, but an equally dangerous axis of arrogance and ignorance that in various proportions has infected the American Left, Middle, and Right. To overcome the violent synergy produced by the intersection of these two axes, the global peace and justice movement needs to create an “Axis of Empathy” which, as the French philosopher Emanuel Levinas taught us, is the foundation for building true solidarity across cultures, nations, and religions. It is to help foster such an enterprise that I have written this book.

The Dangers of Google History

Empathy is not easy to come by these days, especially in the middle of so much war, and especially on the part of conservatives (however compassionate some may claim to be). And the warriors of the Right will use every method at their disposal to win their arguments – even, as President Bush’s Yale yearbook bragged about him, deliver an “illegal but gratifying right hook” to opponents.5 This includes avoiding unpleasant facts or detailed analyses of core issues (as the 9/11 Commission Report did by defining terrorism as simply the irrational “tactic to kill and destroy” while “praising” the US occupation of Afghanistan; lauding Pakistan’s coup-leader President Musharif for his “enlightened moderation”); or, on a more personal level, conservative talk-show hosts using Google searches to erroneously call honest professors liars on national radio.

I experienced the latter tactic when I claimed during a debate with a right-wing radio-show host named Dennis Prager that I’d witnessed a Palestinian demonstration against Hamas-sponsored suicide bombings while living in Israel and the Occupied Territories. But when he couldn’t find evidence of such a demonstration on Google.com he called me a liar.

As a historian, journalist, musician, and activist I use Google dozens of times a day; but I was stunned by Prager’s accusation, especially the idea that a 1.3-second internet search would provide sufficient evidence to pass judgment on a historical claim, let alone a person’s moral and professional character. But in today’s postmodern, depthless and confrontational culture, speed and stridency have become more valuable than accuracy and deliberation. Those who search for historical and moral complexity are too often shouted down and dismissed as liars or as supporters of the enemy – al-Qa’eda, or American imperialism, or both.

As absurd as Prager’s argument might seem, it had the intended effect on his listeners, who expressed disgust at my “looseness with the truth” (as one caller described it). This exchange taught me how dangerous what I call a “Google standard of history” is for rational and well-reasoned public debate of crucial issues facing a society. Indeed, it’s a perfect example of the kind of shabby research done by so-called scholars and pundits, which (among other things) often seems to assume that if something hasn’t made it onto the web, it never happened.6 Google history also ignores the fact that quite a few important events occurred before the birth of the web. Did the Revolutionary War not happen because it’s not cached by Google or in the New York Times’ online archive?7

It took me several days of searching on and off the web, as well as a helpful email from a journalist friend, but I found the “evidence” of the Palestinian demonstration that, according to Google, never happened. It took place on March 5, 1996, and was covered by the Los Angeles Times and other major newspapers. But for some reason, it never made it onto the web, or at least Google’s web server. Or maybe Prager didn’t enter the right key words in his search.

The ancient Greeks long ago realized that history is crucial to democracy. Especially in wartime, we Googleize it at our peril. But it’s not Google or the web more broadly that’s the main problem here. Instead, it’s the way these sites are used by commentators and even educators as a substitute for the hard work of providing the public or students with the detailed and accurate information they need to become good citizens.

And so as the US was preparing to invade Iraq I was invited to lecture to Orange County, California history and social studies teachers about the crisis. To better prepare my lecture I asked to see the materials given to teachers to design lessons about Iraq and the Middle East. I was shocked and frustrated by what I read; or, more accurately, by what I didn’t read in them, as several of the most important episodes and dynamics of the country’s short history – which would have direct bearing on the soon to be US–UK led “administration” of the country – were completely erased from the history they present.

The missing history surrounded British colonial rule in Iraq and its impact on the country. What will be clear by the time we’ve finished Part One of this book is that we can no more write colonialism out of Iraq’s history than write slavery out of America’s, for if we want to know “why they hate us,” or how the Ba‘athist regime could commit such atrocities on Kurds, Iranians, Kuwaitis, and Iraqis, we must first understand what it is like to be colonized. Without the colonial context we have no way of understanding the roots of the country’s more recent history, including the dynamics of US rule, which, not surprisingly, have mirrored the British period in many ways.8

Moreover, the United States has long acted in a similar fashion when it came to Iraq. Indeed, copying its earlier success of overthrowing the Iranian Prime Minister Mossadeqh in 1953 (the details of which are available to Google users if they type in the coup’s code word, “TPAJAX”),9 the CIA helped stage two coups in Iraq, in 1963 and 1968, for almost identical reasons as the 1953 Iran operation; both times it helped the Ba‘ath party secure power in its wake.10 The history of US foreign policy in Iran or Iraq should be required reading for all high school students and teachers precisely because it teaches us how the most enlightened democracies repeatedly violate their professed ideals.11

A New Agenda for Understanding “Them” and “Us”

In the face of the Axes of Arrogance and Ignorance, Google history, and the realities of our educational systems and larger cultures, how can we accomplish the goals of exploring neoliberal globalization, its impact in the MENA, and the development of the global peace and justice movement in response to it? By engaging in three levels of discussion, each of which moves from the general to the particular: from world history to the history of the MENA, from globalization in general to its experience in the region, and from the history of the anti-corporate globalization and now global peace and justice movements to their impact on activism and politics in the Muslim world. Why is this strategy necessary? Because without a strong grasp of the major historical processes that have shaped the modern world and through it, the MENA, we can’t understand the fundamental dynamics of contemporary globalization, how they have been experienced in the MENA, and how the responses to them in the region compare with those around the world.

To accomplish this goal I have divided the chapters that follow into three groups: Part One blends my personal odyssey through the Middle East with an exploration of the modern history of the region. In Chapter One I present several vignettes from my travels through the region and experiences of the divides between “Them” and “Us.” I then use these stories as the foundation to explore how the Axis of Evil can be overcome by a broad-based, sophisticated, and self-critical “Axis of Empathy.” Chapter Two explores key themes in the history of modernity, imperialism/colonialism,12 capitalism, and nationalism in order to build a foundation for exploring the history and development of five Muslim societies. Here I’ll introduce some of the key themes and processes that are crucial to understanding the Middle East’s problems, including longstanding European and US domination of the region, the denial of peace, democracy, and development such power has long required, and the inability of citizens in the region to develop positive, democratic responses to this situation.

Part Two examines contemporary globalization in terms of its worldwide development and unique trajectory in the Middle East. This part includes the book’s most detailed discussions of the economic dynamics of globalization, both broadly and in the MENA specifically. With this foundation I bring various Arab/Muslim voices into dialogue about globalization’s crucial but underappreciated cultural impact, and then add voices from other cultures (especially Europe and the United States) to broaden the discussion. In particular, Chapters Three and Four provide a detailed critique of the economic focus of mainstream analyses of economic globalization, while Chapters Five and Six explore how Muslim scholars and activists, from religious extremists to rock musicians, experience and respond to what I believe to be its more important cultural impact on their societies.

Part Three moves the discussion outside the Arab/Muslim world to explore the history of the “movement of movements” that stormed the world stage with dozens of major protests against neoliberal globalization during the 1990s, epitomized by the Battle in Seattle of late November 1999. The experiences and insights of these movements are then brought to the MENA to see whether they are relevant for understanding the region’s recent history and possible futures. Some readers doubt the possibility of significant similarities existing between such seemingly different movements and contexts. But as we’ll see in the chapters that follow, there are compelling similarities in the nature of the struggles and the challenges facing the participants to make such a comparison worthwhile, especially in the era of globalization.

Chapter Seven explores the history of the anti-corporate globalization movement beginning with the once-famous American and European protests of 1968, and explores how progressive movements evolved between them and their post-Seattle and September 11 incarnations. With this historical background Chapter Eight offers a more detailed discussion of three of the most important strategies and movements that have emerged in the last decade – Zapatismo, anarchism, and the world social forums – to determine how they might impact Middle Eastern struggles for peace, justice, and democracy. Here my research and personal relationships with younger scholars, activists, and artists from the Middle East provide important insights into the perspectives of the generation that will lead the region in the coming years. At the same time my experiences with leading activists and intellectuals in the global peace and justice movement help me offer a unique perspective on the similarities between the arguments of the “movement” and those of their Arab/Muslim counterparts, and as important, on the stereotypes and prejudices – anti-Semitism in its broadest sense, really – that frustrate the cooperation such sympathy should encourage. Only by overcoming these prejudices can dialogue and collective efforts for real peace and justice be undertaken.

With this goal in mind, the Conclusion tests the arguments developed in this book against the realities of occupied Iraq, which has become ground zero for contemporary globalization – a place where chaos, violence, corruption, profits, and various extremist ideologies have combined to create a powerful portrait of the future for those who can’t, or won’t, join the crusade for a neoliberal world order. I end by arguing that only a truly positive and proactive culture jamming – one of which I caught precious glimpses of in war-torn Iraq – can support the kind of cross-cultural, transnational communication, coordination, and solidarity necessary to turn the tide against neoliberal globalization and its unending war for empire. The first step in such a process must be a “truce” called by the United States, as the leading protagonist of the war on terrorism, with the Muslim world. If coupled with a serious attempt to accept at least a measure of responsibility for the lack of democracy, peace or development in the Middle East and a few targeted changes in American (and Western) foreign policy, such an action would provide the space for peoples and governments alike on both sides of the so-called civilizational divide to reflect on their share of responsibility in creating this mess, and on what kind of paradigm shifts in their most basic social, political, and economic mores and institutions are necessary to begin the hard task of healing their cultures, and the world at large.

A note about style. Readers may find this book a bit schizophrenic in its style and presentation of information. Sometimes it will have the feel of a travelogue or memoir; other times it will be knee-deep in statistics or theoretical debates. For some readers the detailed analysis of arguments surrounding economic globalization will be laborious, others might find the discussions of artists and protests uninteresting or beside the point and the first-person tone of the narrative frivolous or egocentric.

My response to these quite understandable feelings would be that if there’s one thing I have learned in the last decade of working on the issues covered in this book, it’s that globalization encompasses and impacts every sphere of life and can only be understood holistically – that is, when all its facets are examined in their relationship to each other. I firmly believe that to understand how globalization is actually experienced on the ground in the Middle East, or anywhere for that matter, you need to have a firm grasp on the major academic theories, data, and debates, while at the same time having direct experience of the innumerable ways people come together to respond to globalization, whether in mosques or boardrooms, protests or dance clubs.

Ultimately, my experiences taught me that art, activism, and academia can never exist apart from one another; attempts to separate them only weaken discussions of any of them. In fact, the ideas and arguments in this book emerged precisely because I spent much of my time in the region at archives in the morning, protests in the afternoon, and clubs in the evening. So perhaps a good strategy for reading the book is to read the more detailed economic discussion at work or school and the more descriptive and culturally focused sections at the beach, or on the way home after a long night out.

To the extent that such a strategy fails, it’s the fault of the writer and not of the individuals and cultures we’ll encounter in the pages that follow.



PART 1


Who Are They, Where’d They Come From, and Why They Don’t Hate Us – Yet?
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Figure 2 The poor in Morocco consume the images, if not the products, of globalization, July 2002



1 From Evil to Empathy: The Orient Beats Back the Axis of Arrogance

Introduction: Four Scenes

Scene One: The Marrakesh Express

Riding the air-conditioned train back to Rabat from Marrakesh on a hot July day it’s hard to understand what the authors of the recently released, widely acclaimed Arab Human Development Report (AHDR) were thinking. The much celebrated 2002 report is the latest in decades – indeed centuries – of reports, dossiers, books, and exposés aiming to understand why the Arab and larger Muslim worlds have not attained levels of democracy and development similar to those of their neighbors to the West. And along with the 9/11 Commission Report of two years later, the AHDR has become a foundational text for understanding why they seem to hate us for their failures.

This being rush hour the passengers are largely well-dressed young women chatting on cell phones; the lead story in today’s paper is the Spanish military occupation of the tiny disputed Island of Leila (just 100m off the Moroccan coast), which has led Moroccans to wonder which of the two is the modern, civilized, and peace-loving European country. The newly purchased books in my backpack offer various takes on how globalization is impacting the Middle East and what Arabs and Muslims can do about it. The landscape alternates between beautiful country and urban slums, both similarly dotted with countless satellite dishes.

Together the scene challenges the central argument of the report and untold predecessors (and indeed the entire history of US and Western policy towards the Arab and Muslim worlds): that it is Arabs and Muslims themselves, their institutions, structures, and cultures, who are primarily responsible for the innumerable problems plaguing their societies, and that only a combination of Western tutelage, reforms, and even intervention can reverse this sad state of affairs. As I leaf through a Sufi magazine on the train I’m reminded once again of just how far removed mainstream policy-making, news coverage, and scholarship is from the realities of life in the Middle East and North Africa. Especially since September 11, 2001.

Scene Two: Nablus, Palestine or Freetown, Sierra Leone?

I’m sitting at a new hotel café in the casbah (old city) of Nablus with a colleague of mine and his best student, assessing the role of violence in the three years of the second intifada. My colleague, a British-educated Palestinian sociologist, and his student, a twenty-year-old woman dressed in conservative Muslim attire who’s hoping to go to the United States or Europe for graduate school, are explaining how the Palestinian experience of both globalization and occupation has produced a unique situation, one which has had an as yet underappreciated impact on the dynamics of the conflict. As if on cue, as we delved deeper into this subject and finished off another plate of hummus (Palestinian hummus is by far the best in the world) four Palestinian youngsters, aged between twelve and seventeen years old, burst into the restaurant brandishing a Kalashnikov and other weapons, screaming at the manager to close and at the customers to leave in honor of the previous night’s “martyr” at the hands of the Israeli Defense Forces.

I have seen plenty of Palestinians with guns in my travels in the Occupied Territories, but never anyone as young as these without any supervision or control by an adult, or at least a trained militant. I have rarely felt unsafe in Palestine, even as an American Jew, because I speak Arabic, and have friends in most of the places I visit and enough experience to avoid – and where necessary, talk my way out of – potentially dangerous situations. But this was different, not just because of the look the young man with the gun gave me and the fact that his finger was literally on the trigger (not to the side as anyone with a minimum of military training would do), but because of the feeling of anarchy that enveloped me during this brief incident, a sensation I’d never experienced in the Occupied Territories before.

As the group moved on and we got up to leave, the youngest boy, about twelve, and carrying nothing more threatening than a belt, ran back in and said sheepishly to the manager, “Shukran! (thank you),” before disappearing into the street. Once in the street we saw them again and quickly hopped in a taxi as they wandered around the old city looking for anyone not obeying their orders.

I recount this little incident, so minor in comparison with the level of violence Palestinians and Israelis live with daily, because it – indeed, the Occupied Territories as a whole – represents everything that’s dangerous about globalization, especially after September 11: the gradual disintegration of social authority and the unmooring of communal identities in countries unable to keep up with “turbo-capitalism”; the whirlpool of desperation and nihilism that is slowly tearing apart “failed” states and societies across the “Global South”;1 and the unilateral power of the United States to engage in, support or ignore oppressive policies and even brutal occupations against the will of the world community. In short, Palestine could soon resemble Sierra Leone, with a state that has been effectively dismantled by external and internal political forces; a workforce that has seen jobs and wages decimated by regional and global economic processes;2 and a “weapons–petrodollar coalition” that manipulates the conflict to ensure a more or less permanent state of manageable hostilities, from which seemingly endless profits can be siphoned.

Scene Three: Independence Day in Baghdad

It’s half a year later, and I’m in Baghdad. March 19, 2004 to be exact: the one-year anniversary of the US-led invasion and occupation of the country. I had traveled to Iraq specifically on this date not just to do research on the situation in the country one year after the invasion, but also to experience an anti-occupation demonstration where the occupation actually is taking place, rather than NY or LA, where the moribund anti-war movement seems incapable of organizing much more than politically tired demonstrations that have little impact on the larger public. In fact, I was supposed to be in the middle of a hundred or more European activists who had organized a “caravan” to Iraq in solidarity with Iraqis. What I got instead was about two thousand extremely religious and angry Iraqi men, chanting “Oh Jews, remember the battle of Khaybar [the battle where Muhammad defeated the Jews as recounted in the Qur’an]; Muhammad’s army is returning!” And that was the nicest thing they chanted. Needless to say, I stayed on the sidelines, actually on the roof of a building overlooking the street.

The caravan, sadly, was canceled due to the chaos enveloping the country. While 100,000 New Yorkers marched against the occupation, only one-fiftieth that number were willing to risk their lives, Sunnis and Shi‘a together (to march) in Baghdad. And with good reason. Only two weeks before over sixty Shi‘ites were killed in a suicide bombing at the Qadhamiyya mosque where this march started. Two nights before, a hotel around the block from mine was blasted out of existence with such force it blew out all the windows on my hotel’s first three floors. Within a few weeks of the anniversary most international peace activists had fled Iraq, as even Iraqi religious leaders who supported their presence couldn’t guarantee their safety.
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Figure 3 Marching to anti-US and anti-Jewish chants, Baghdad, March 19, 2004

What I didn’t realize in Nablus but had become clear by the time I left Baghdad was that the chaos in both cities, in both countries, was not just a by-product of the occupations suffered by Palestinians and Iraqis. Rather, chaos has become crucial to the success of the occupations and the strategic goals motivating them, in good measure because of the profits and repression it facilitates and even enables.

Scene Four: Indonesia Comes to Irvine

There are only a few days left to go before the start of “Operation Shock and Awe” and I have just spoken at yet another anti-war rally against Iraq at my university, UC Irvine. Perhaps two hundred students sat on the steps in front of the Administration Building and heard their fellow students denounce the war, and me, the resident all-things-Middle Eastern professor, try to explain why just opposing war on Iraq is not going to solve anything. I explained that even in the decade of “peace” after the first Gulf War at least five thousand Iraqis have died every month – that’s 500,000 mostly children and old people. And they would continue to die each month even if “we” managed to stop President Bush’s drive to finish his father’s war.

My aim was to get students to face the moral quandary at the center of the anti-war movement: in a political context where there seem to be only two alternative policies, ineffective yet never-ending sanctions that kill thousands of innocent people each month (not to mention the untold number killed by Hussein), or a US-sponsored invasion that could kill tens of thousands immediately – but, I thought, might put an end to the mass deaths from starvation and disease – which is the more moral choice? What I could not imagine then, and was incensed to learn when I traveled through Iraq, is that the numbers did not improve after the war. In fact they were so bad that the US-run Ministry of Health stopped publishing most health statistics. How could I know, as the chief resident anesthesiologist of Qadamiyyah Hospital would tell me fifty-four weeks later in utter exasperation, that trying to convince the American-controlled Coalition Provisional Authority to do something about the dire health situation in Iraq would be like “banging your head against a wall”?3

While many of the students seemed to understand my point, I wasn’t prepared for the young Indonesian student who came up to me (and the female Muslim students standing next to me) after my talk to disagree politely but powerfully with the demonstration. She introduced herself by explaining that she was a Christian whose mother was blown up in her church by Muslim terrorists, and whose father and uncle were forced to convert to Islam or be killed. Making matters worse was the fact that once converted, her uncle took advantage of his new religion by taking a second wife, and now beats her aunt – his first wife – every day. Turning to the Muslim students she described her recent visit home, where people are “wearing Osama shirts and laughing for every non-Muslim they killed … In Indonesia nowadays, jihad is everywhere. When the US was there everything was better. There where jobs, we could walk the streets at night, we could practice our religion.”

“Yes, the US has done bad things, but it isn’t to blame for everything bad in the world. Now you are not in Indonesia but they are still killing each other, even worse. The US is kind to many countries. It never invaded other countries in an extent that the Japanese did. The only thing the US did was capitalism … Do you think that if the Arab/Muslim countries had the same power as the US they wouldn’t invade here and kill all the Christians?” she added in a follow-up email to our conversation. “I would ask the Muslim students, would you rather be a Christian living in a Muslim country or a Muslim living in the US?”

I have quoted her words at length because I think they highlight serious problems in the discourse and strategy of the anti-war movement, and with the progressive movement more generally. Yes, the student has forgotten some very important facts – that the previous regime killed half a million East Timorese Christians with the full support of the US, that the US has invaded dozens of countries in the last century, that “doing capitalism” has done quite enough damage to the world, succeeding in large part because it involved doing colonialism at the same time.

But against the force and tragedy of her life experience what point would there be to explain the links between the US and the violence she experienced or witnessed? Indeed, even if “we” are partly, or even largely, responsible for planting the seeds of the horrific violence that is threatening the soul of Islam today (and ours, as well), what does this have to do with the fanatics that killed her mother, or the local imams who sanctioned her uncle’s new marriage and wife-beating?

The issues her poignant plea raises for the global peace and justice movement are profound. Particularly for the “progressive” wing of the movement, to focus so much on the sins of America without addressing the crimes committed by countries and cultures not allied with the US, or even those of countries we’ve victimized, leaves out too many people who have been victims of all three. As important, such a narrow focus generates a perception within mainstream society that the global peace and justice movement is less interested in pursuing justice, human rights, and peace in Iraq or Palestine than in bashing the United States government.

After all, if we were interested in justice for all, wouldn’t there have been as large a coalition against the deadly sanctions regime during the last decade as against the war? Wouldn’t Muslim students at my university spend at least a few minutes a year raising consciousness about genocide and slavery in the southern Sudan, never mind the plight of Muslims in Chechnya, Kashmir, China, or the Philippines, even as they organize week long teach-ins on “55 Years of Israeli Terror”? Wouldn’t we be raising our voices against the authoritarian regimes in control of almost every country in the MENA and not just against Bush, Blair, and Sharon?

This attitude was revealed more strongly in the pre-war protests, where the “Cairo Declaration” of December 2002, mentioned in the Introduction, could find nothing worse to say about Saddam Hussein than that there were currently “restrictions on democratic development in Iraq.” (My Iraqi Kurdish Arabic professor would certainly have an interesting perspective on the meaning of “restricted” democracy in Iraq when under Hussein male members of Kurdish families were singled out for gendercide and the women for sexual slavery or worse.)

But the saddest part of my brief conversation with the Indonesian student was the complete inability of her fellow students – young head-scarf-wearing Muslim activists-students who themselves come from countries where men need little encouragement from the US to oppress and engage in violence against all sorts of “Others” – to acknowledge or respond to the incredible tragedy that has befallen her family and her country, one in which the “West” and “Islam” (if we can make such gross generalizations) both share tremendous responsibility. Sadly it seems that for too many people at all levels of the progressive movement, if it’s not a US crime, it’s not worth their time.

As problematic as the positions of the progressive wing of the anti-war movement might be, the more mainstream groups, especially Win Without War and even United For Peace and Justice (in its pre-war rhetoric), were far more so. Their main arguments for opposing war had little to do with bringing justice to Iraqis, but were almost entirely focused on the potential for the war to make the United States less safe. The problems with both wings’ rhetoric didn’t start after September 11 and the war on terrorism, and it’s not just about Muslims. Indeed, Muslims were largely marginalized from the movement until the lead-up to the invasion of Iraq. For example, in September 2000 I spoke at the Prague “S26 Countersummit” against the World Bank meeting taking place in the city at the same time. While discussing Muslim responses to globalization it occurred to me to ask the assembled crowd and speakers to raise their hands if they were Arab or Muslim. To my surprise, the only hand that went up was a cameraman’s from German television. And in the US the situation is not very different, as in the four years since the seminal events of November 1999 in Seattle the major US organizations have rebuffed repeated attempts to bring a Middle Eastern presence and/or perspectives to their literature or public forums.

While there has been some incorporation of Arab/Muslim voices into the current anti-war coalition, there has been little discussion or dialogue on issues other than Iraq and Palestine, which leaves conflicts from Sudan to Kashmir outside of the dialogue. In so doing the movement disregards the millions of Muslim victims of terror sponsored by states who don’t happen to be US clients or allies, even though the conflicts involved are often far more bloody than the worst-case scenarios for the two most well-known occupations in the region. It is this combination of unparalleled and unprincipled American dominance in the Middle East, widespread ignorance and misinformation in the mainstream press, academia, and public, and the inability of the global peace and justice movement to develop a holistic, critical yet positive alternative paradigm for the region that has led me to write this book.

These problems are no doubt tied to the fact that most people concerned about globalization and the New World Order don’t actually know what globalization is (with good reason, as we’ll see in Chapters Two through Six). However powerful and threatening, today’s globalization is not a recent phenomenon. Instead, it’s the latest of at least three phases of global integration during the modern period, with the Age of Imperialism and the post-World War II era of integration its predecessors.

Given globalization’s deep historical roots, any examination, especially one focusing on the centuries-old relationship between Islam and the West, must account for the mutual impact of long-term processes such as capitalism, colonialism nationalism, and modernity itself on this relationship. As I explore in greater detail in Chapter Two, the relationships between these four processes can be usefully summarized by the idea of a “modernity matrix.” Certainly Arab and Muslim critics of globalization, like their predecessors for well over a century, view the West and the US in particular through the prism of these complex historical processes. This has led one Arab critic to lament the imposition of an “inhuman globalism” on a region that has yet to develop a “human nationalism.”4

And indeed, US policies toward the region draw from the same civilizing mission as European imperialism and colonialism before them. Even Bush Administration Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice admitted that America is an imperial power, albeit in her view a benign and non-imperialist one. Other officials and their allies in the corporate media are more blunt in describing the goals of the war between “our God” and “their idols,” as a US military intelligence chief described his battles with Muslims in Somalia. As serious, despite decades of compelling failures, the rhetoric of “modernization,” “development,” and making the world safe for global corporations remains the justification for myriad policies of Western governments (especially the United States) and the international financial institutions they control.

Emphasizing globalization’s imperial past should not suggest that it is an inevitable or direct continuation of past imbalances of power. Just the opposite is at least potentially the case; globalization has opened new spaces for resistance and dialogue by individuals and communities across cultures, particularly those committed to a democratic future based on mutual recognition, genuine peace, and social and environmental justice. In contrast to the common wisdom of Newsweek, Commentary or the Defense Department, “They” don’t hate “Us” – at least not most of Them. As I’ve already argued, however convenient it may be to condense one billion people down to a single “they,” the fact is that there is no one Muslim or Arab “they” out there, let alone one point of view, to support the all-too-familiar Us versus Them rhetoric. Nor are “Jihad” or “McWorld” the only two choices facing either of Us. Instead, there is a startling plurality of cultures, approaches to, and reflections on the problems behind today’s headlines.

Our goal, then, must be to make sense of this pluralism, which means first and foremost that we can’t underestimate the importance of cultural issues in exploring globalization. This is because in the global era, more than any time previously, political and economic processes “are globalized to the extent that they are culturalized”; that is, expressed through cultural mechanisms and/or symbols. This fact is why, as Baghdad’s best blues guitarist and leading film maker Oday Rasheed explained to me, “Only building bridges between cultures can provide the chance to overcome both occupation and the violence it breeds.” His point, and mine now, is that exploring and utilizing culture in the process of imagining an alternative collective future must be the foundation for a sorely needed dialogue of civilizations.

Understanding the Axis of Arrogance and Ignorance

Building bridges across cultures is a lot harder done than said, especially when we consider how the “problem” of Islam and the unending Middle Eastern conflict are framed by American image- and policy-makers. When President Bush rhetorically asked “Why do they hate us?” in the aftermath of the horrific destruction of September 11, 2001, his answer was that they “hate freedom and democracy,” and that only a “crusade” by America against the largely Muslim “Axis of Evil” could counter this existential threat.5 The Administration’s rhetoric quickly grew more sophisticated – dropping the inflammatory “crusade” rhetoric and adding North Korea to the list of evildoers – yet behind the photo-ops with local imams and platitudes that “Islam means peace,” US policy toward the Middle East during the last decade has been grounded in the belief that (1) History is over, (2) We have won, and (3) They either must catch up, get out of the way, or end up, literally, road-kill of the globalization express. As the New York Times explained not long before September 11, in the global era you either “dominate or die.”6

The ideological basis for this belief retains a strong dose of late-nineteenth-century Protestant jingoism, one reminiscent of the Evangelical preacher and social Darwinist Josiah Strong’s argument that Americans would conquer the world in the twentieth century. While such rhetoric was secularized and sanitized in the intervening decades, the sentiment and conclusions have not changed all that much. In fact, they remain in evidence in three well-known books that have shaped the mainstream discussions and debates on globalization: Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History, Thomas Friedman’s The Lexus and the Olive Tree, and Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations.

Together these books exhibit an ideological passion that strongly resembles the religious fervor of the evangelists of American ascendance a century ago. If the Protestant theologian Paul Tillich defined religion as any belief or activity that is of “ultimate concern” to a person or group, neoliberal globalization can be rightly described as a religion (or at least a very successful cult); and Fukuyama’s, Friedman’s, and Huntington’s books are clearly among its sacred texts. Not surprisingly then, they are often cited by Arab and Muslim critics, with much consternation, as the foundational texts of US foreign policy in the global era.

All three books have justifiably been criticized by leading historians, economists, and political scientists for factual and historical inaccuracies, methodological inconsistencies, and unstated but clear political agendas. And none of the authors have made much of an effort to defend their main arguments against these critiques.

But despite the sometimes trenchant criticism they have received The End of History, The Lexus and the Olive Tree, and The Clash of Civilizations not only reflect the dominant beliefs of America’s political and economic elite, but have had a profound influence on (or at least reflect a profound influence of the ideas they represent on) the shaping of American policy in the post-Cold War period. Moreover, they are intrinsically linked to the work of leading right-wing “Orientalists” like Bernard Lewis, the so-called “sheikh of Islamic studies,”7 whose What Went Wrong argues – wrongly – that European imperialism/colonialism was a “comparatively brief interlude, and ended half a century ago; that Islam’s change for the worse began long before and continued unabated afterward” and “[was] a consequence, not a cause, of the inner weakness of Middle Eastern states and societies.”8

In this context one of the main arguments of this book is that the message of neoliberal globalization’s holy texts, elaborated and disseminated by numerous apostles and comrades, is the foundation of an Axis of Arrogance and Ignorance that guides the work of its devotees and “Bolsheviks” worldwide,9 whether at the IMF, Pentagon or investment banks. This axis is the overlooked but indispensable companion, even the foundation, of the “Axis of Evil” that drives US foreign and even domestic policy in the global era.

How so? If we start with Fukuyama, his primary argument is that the collapse of Soviet Communism and the end of the Cold War signify the “end of history” in the sense that humankind has arrived at the highest level of political and economic organization with the kind of neoliberal, market-based capitalist democracy (or as he more simply puts it, “liberal democracy”) epitomized by the United States and, to a lesser extent, Western Europe and Japan. Thus any attempt to imagine alternative forms of social, political or economic organization, or to arrive at “freedom” or “democracy” through indigenous traditions, concepts or practices, can only be “outside” of history and therefore illegitimate.

Indeed, Fukuyama has in his post-September 11 writings labeled “Islam” as inherently incapable of adapting to the “modern,” let alone global, world (a dominant theme in the writings of other Neoconservatives such as Michael Ledeen, Richard Perle, David Frum and others).10 Because of the power of his arguments, which seemed to make so much sense in the wake of the collapse of Soviet Communism and the end of the Cold War, The End of History has had an enduring impact on debates and policy-making in the US and in the Middle East, achieving a life of its own regardless of recent changes in Fukuyama’s perspectives on these issues.

Thomas Friedman takes Fukuyama’s argument global with his “explanation” of (better, paean to) globalization in The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Explaining Globalization. The thrust of Friedman’s argument is that you can’t live off olive-picking – his metaphor for low-tech, labor-intensive old-world industrial production – and expect to get your Lexus too in the era of globalization. Instead, to live large in the global era you need to get web-savvy, a code-word for the entire World Bank/IMF, Washington Consensus set of political and economic reforms that today are recognized even by their proponents as having brought significant (and often avoidable) hardship to hundreds of millions of people.

Yet for Friedman the “www,” the symbol of globalization, is accessible only via the rough road of structural adjustment – liberalization and privatization of the economy, greater “transparency” and independence of financial markets, the “rule of law” – that is supposed to lead to democracy and wealth for everyone. Needless to say, these days Friedman would have a hard time selling his theory of web-based global prosperity to my wife’s many colleagues who’ve seen lucrative web careers end up on the unemployment line (or even the local Walmart). Never mind trying to convince the millions of Iraqis experiencing America’s latest – and purist – version of neoliberal structural adjustment, or the 95 percent of the Arab world’s 415 million people who don’t even own a phone (let alone a PC), how they can and why they should buy into America’s digital paradise.

But as important, underlying Friedman’s argument is his belief that the world’s poor “just want to go to Disneyland” if given a chance.11 Yes, the foreign affairs columnist of the world’s most important newspaper actually believes that the greatest desire of the billions of people living on $2 a day is to shell out the equivalent of a month’s salary (if they’re lucky) to take the family to an overrated amusement park.12 And if they’re prevented from doing so, Friedman warns us (and we can assume, tree-hugging environmentalists in particular), they’ll tear down the rainforests, tree by tree. In other words, neoliberal globalization is the only hope for the rainforest, and thus for life on earth.

Friedman’s main point in The Lexus and the Olive Tree is that there is only one way that globalization can proceed, and so any alternative model or trajectory is doomed to fail. Such neoliberal fundamentalism leads directly to Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations because to the extent that a “civilization” either fails or refuses to adapt to the American-dominated world order (the latter because it sees its own traditions or cultures, such as Islam, as offering a viable alternative) it will enter into a permanent state of conflict with the West, and the United States in particular. What makes such conflict particularly virulent in the era of globalization is that it is not based on modern political “ideologies” or politics (as was Communism or fascism) but rather on much more “dangerous” and “irrational” motivations such as religion and culture. With this endpoint of perpetual and irremediable conflict the road to the World Trade Center, Afghanistan and Iraq is opened before us. As economist Jeffrey Sachs explains, when these beliefs are translated into action, “the combination of ignorance and arrogance in [US] foreign policy has proved especially lethal.”13

What’s the Matter with Muslims? What’s the Matter with Us?

European and now American intellectuals like Friedman, Huntington or Fukuyama have long played a central role in disseminating and legitimizing the kind of Orientalist – that is, institutionally biased and politicized – analyses that purport to show why Muslims are not like us, need our help in order to become like us, but are in fact too irrevocably different ever really to be like us. With the end of the Cold War and the “creative destruction” unleashed by neoliberal globalization (creative destruction, a term originally used by sociologists to describe the destructive power of capitalism as it created new social and economic relations, is now used by supporters of corporate-dominated globalization to celebrate the violence involved in its spread across the globe),14 a whole new generation of authors began to ponder these questions; the most successful among them being the axis of arrogance and ignorance authors we’ve discussed.

As we’ve seen, most of these authors seek to explain “what’s the matter with Muslims,”“why they hate us,” and how we can win the war on terror. Irshad Manji, a Ugandan-Canadian Muslim who has become something of a darling of American conservatives (despite describing herself as a lesbian-feminist Muslim) even titled her book The Trouble with Islam. She argues, without citing a single book written by a Muslim feminist scholar – in fact, any serious research on Islam – that what her religion needs is “reform” in its basic theology and attitude toward women in particular (as if these topics haven’t been among the chief points of debate within the Muslim world for years, or are possible without a simultaneous transformation in the policies of the West, and US in particular, toward the Muslim world).15

One of the primary reasons I wrote this book was to demonstrate the analytical, empirical, and moral problems with these various arguments. And so I began by arguing that a more accurate comparison between the average Muslim and American reveals many more similarities than differences. To quote the Introduction, Muslims are “pretty much like us.” But in the course of writing this book I have come to realize that tens of millions of Muslims (at the least) are really just like us, especially if the “us” we’re talking about is “middle America” as epitomized by a state like Kansas.

In his recent book, What’s the Matter with Kansas, Thomas Frank offers a powerful analysis of how pro-business conservatives have turned class warfare into culture war in order to redirect public anger away from their policies and toward a so-called “liberal elite.”16 Given the centrality of culture to contemporary globalization, it shouldn’t surprise us to see how similar the phenomena he studied are to those operating in the MENA.17 In places like Kansas, Frank explains, “values matter most” as cultural issues outweigh economics as a chief matter of public concern.18 And so, for tens of millions of lower- and middle-class – largely white and Christian – Americans, the social hierarchy in which they live is accepted as both natural and just, despite being strongly and increasingly skewed against them.

Why do they actively support a system that threatens their economic interests and even financial solvency? Because their focus is on “social” rather than “economic” issues. And what keeps their attention focused away from economic issues during a time of economic distress? Their class antagonism has been deftly turned away from the economic actors whose policies negatively impact them and towards a demonized (and largely mythological) liberal elite that is defined as the very moral and political antithesis of “normal Americans.”

Why do so many Kansans hate liberals? According to Frank, Kansans and others who think as they do believe that “authenticity” and “humility” define their character as decent, hard-working Americans (and that of the politicians whom they support). These goals are believed to be the opposite of the “snobbery” and “selfishness” of the liberal establishment that is believed to run the country, or at least its culture, and supposedly wants nothing less than the destruction of everything that makes the United States a sacred, even “pure,” nation.19 But if Kansans and their compatriots across America feel morally superior to a Godless, foreign-food-eating liberal elite, they also feel powerless and victimized by their immoral enemy.

Central to the functioning of this populist backlash ideology is “its airtight explanation of reality, its ability to make sense to the average person’s disgruntlement.” However divorced from reality, such arguments are made to seem natural, in good measure through the spread of conspiracy theories and “lurid fantasies of victimhood.”20 And in response to the constant attacks from enemies foreign and domestic only “God, guts and guns” will make American great again.21

We’ll come back to the subject of guns and violence and their role in contemporary culture in later chapters. What is important for our purposes now is how reminiscent Frank’s account of “middle America backlash” syndrome is of the worldview and psychological perspectives of millions of Muslims, who believe very similar things to middle Americans, and who also see God, guts and guns as central to returning Islam to its golden age. If Kansans – and by extension, the half of the United States that votes Republican – are so easily guided into directing their feelings of victimization and marginalization against a largely imaginary “elite” that is believed to run the United States against their interests, can we expect Muslims to feel very differently toward the real global elite when the majority of them (especially in the MENA) live under autocratic regimes at third world levels of social development, with the memories and impact of colonialism still fresh in their collective consciousness, and the United States actually playing a crucial role in their victimization and marginalization?

Conservative Muslims have long believed that they possess traits of modesty and authenticity that have been lost in their larger societies’ slavish desire to ape Western consumerist culture. And both conservative Americans and conservative Muslims also see culture as a primary tool of their oppression, while believing their societies to be living in a state of “cultural decline,”22 creating bogeymen – the “culture industry” and “liberal entertainment elite” for conservative Americans, the “American cultural invasion” for conservative Muslims – that simply “must exist” for their worldviews to make sense.23

As important, the members of both communities who seek political power are willing to work far harder than most of their more moderate neighbors to organize people at the grass-roots level. Why? Because both believe, in the words of one Kansas politician, that “we have an agenda – the Kingdom of God.” Given this priority, “material goals just don’t seem to matter.”24

Finally, in both societies people who were once radical, whether Arab socialists or Kansas progressive populists, have become increasingly reactionary during the last thirty years. And with this transformation the once great goals of Enlightenment modernity – increasing democracy, social justice, and cultural tolerance – have been replaced by a desire among both groups to be “the grave digger of modernism.” As Frank warns about his countrymen and women, “With a little more effort, the backlash may well repeal the entire twentieth century.”25

This desire to kill modernity, which for its victims is not a strange wish, can only be accomplished by “setting up a conflict so unresolvable that everyone … would eventually have to choose up sides and join the fight.”26 If this is how Frank describes the world we are becoming as viewed through the looking glass of Kansas, it is a world that much of the Middle East has already become. This is one reason why people living there are even angrier than the average denizen of the Midwest.27

“After Jihad,” and Other Liberal Fantasies that Keep People Clueless as to What’s Really the Matter with the Middle East, or Kansas

The dynamics of the populist backlash help us understand the popularity of the conservative books with titles such as Taking America Back, Why We Fight,or A Heart, a Cross, and a Flag. And then there’s the pièce de résistance, An End to Evil: How to Win the War on Terror, David Frum and Richard Perle’s violently racist book that calls for perpetual, unremitting battle against America’s enemies while resisting any attempts at “appeasement and defeatism” at home.28 Extending the culture war to a general war of the worlds, An End to Evil conveys the sense that America is at war with Islam itself around the world, with Muslim societies viewed as little more than cauldrons of hate, murder, obscurantism, and deceit.29 We will explore the impact of such a crusader worldview on Muslims’ perception of globalization in Chapters Four through Seven.

Perhaps more important than the right-wing screeds are the seemingly objective and even sympathetic writings of so-called “liberal” scholars, a good example of which is the book After Jihad by the Oxford-, Harvard- and Yale-educated law professor Noah Feldman. Despite its title and its author’s impressive-sounding credentials, this book misuses crucial religious texts, cites only four Arabic sources in the entire book, and is ultimately unable to present a convincing argument why “doing the right thing” means supporting the spread of democracy in the Muslim world but not calling for a democratization of American foreign policy as well.30

On top of everything, Feldman, a professor of law, decided to work for the American occupation authorities to draft an Iraqi constitution, no doubt based on his gospel of a post-jihad liberal Islam premised on a benign American foreign policy. I’m not sure why, but it never occurred to him, or so many other academics – such as another Harvard Ph.D. who, with nothing better going on at home, went to Iraq and wound up being appointed the de facto Education Minister, or an Oxford Ph.D. serving as a US army counter-insurgency expert – that they could have come to Iraq as private citizens and offered their help directly to the Iraqi people without the imprimatur of the world’s greatest imperial power behind them. (Perhaps they never studied Iraq’s modern history and the impact of British colonialism on the country. Then again, I’m sure many an idealistic young Brit set their sights on Iraq in the early 1920s full of dreams of helping the once great Mesopotamia reclaim her glory.)

Instead, Feldman and his colleagues became part of an occupation regime whose rationale for dealing with Iraqis, in the words of another ex-academic who became one of Coalition Provisional Authority Administrator Bremer’s intelligence chiefs, was: “If you starve a dog he’ll follow you anywhere.”31 Of course, this has always been the reality of empire, whether in generations past or today. (And as an Iraqi friend reminded me when I mentioned this expression to him, it was also used by Saddam Hussein to describe how he ruled the country.) But to acknowledge the realities of how colonies are actually administered would undermine the intellectual and moral foundation for imperialism, yesterday or today.

So instead each generation, even decade, produces a new crop of neoliberal and/or conservative apologists for empire. Just in time for the invasion of Iraq, a new member of this club emerged into the media spotlight, the British Tory economist Niall Ferguson, to argue for the US to relish the role of world imperial leader and follow Britain’s example by benignly shepherding the Global South towards development and perhaps, if they’re lucky, democracy.32 For Ferguson, Feldman or Frum – and no doubt in good measure through their efforts, the 9/11 Commission Report33 – the problems that ail the Muslim world are believed to be all the fault of Muslims themselves.

The only solution is for us to help them become more like us, and the only way to achieve this is, however painful for all concerned, more violence and foreign domination. As for decades of Arab/Muslim frustration and anger at US policies in the MENA and the corrosive impact of its hyperconsumerist culture, or accepting the possibility that it might be helpful to understand and address the issues that breed hatred and radicalism as part of the war on terror (as John Esposito has thoughtfully implored the policy-making establishment), such ideas can only be the concern of appeasers, self-hating Americans. These are today’s “squeamish” counterparts to British colonial officials who questioned Winston Churchill’s decision to gas and carpet bomb Iraqi villages after the British conquest of the country – and people who just don’t have the stomach to lead the world into the twenty-first century.34


Changing Our Orientation

Fukuyama, Friedman, and Huntington provide a good foundation for understanding how We see Them. Yet we still need to examine how the thought-processes produced by the “Axes of Arrogance and Ignorance” are reflected in seemingly objective analyses by leading experts, and what possible alternatives exist for exploring the region, its peoples, and their relationship with other cultures, especially the West.

Such an exploration would be based on a paradigm of dialogue and empathy rather than conflict and empire. It would appreciate the differences and common threads running through the slums of West Beirut and its chic open-roof BO-18 disco downtown; through the sounds of Alabina on West Jerusalem’s Allenby Street and of an “oriental” remix of Michael Jackson on Salahhadin Street on the city’s occupied East side; and through the innumerable cell-phone stores or internet cafés in “traditional” Fes or funky Marrakesh, war-torn Baghdad or closeted Tehran.

To help build this much-needed Axis of Empathy let’s return to the comfort of the Rabat train and the Arab Human Development Report, where this chapter began. Across from me, next to the women on their portables, sits a young Moroccan man named Abderrahmane. Wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with a big US flag, Abderrahmane is putting the moves, in fairly commendable English, on an American girl via his sleek, Italian-designed Nokia cell phone. While I’m eavesdropping on his attempt at cultural hybridity (not bad, but not likely to get him into either promised land) my ostensible work on the train is to edit a piece I was commissioned to write for the journal Middle East Report on the AHDR.35 What made the eavesdropping so relevant was the great fanfare and evident satisfaction greeting the release of this report, which has quickly become a new benchmark in discussing the contemporary Middle East and its problems.

The accolades in large part were due to the fact that it was specifically researched and written by “a team of Arab scholars and policy-makers with an advisory committee of well-known Arabs in international public life.” They might have been well known, but from reading the report they don’t seem very well knowing, at least of the primary subject of the report: young people like Abderrahmane who represent the amalgam of youth, integration, and communications technology that constitute the heart of the authors’ agenda. Yet despite its numerous problems, commentators, whether in the Washington Post, Le Monde or the New York Times (the latter of which featured an article, an editorial, and the inevitable Thomas Friedman column) applauded the AHDR’s “bluntness” and “brutal honesty” in analyzing what to the Times remains the only “substantially unchanged” region of the world in the global era.36

No doubt many members of the Arab elite would be unfriendly to reforms that actually benefited the bulk of their populations. But the AHDR stunningly (although perhaps in the present climate, not surprisingly) avoided two fundamental issues – namely, money and power – without discussing which of its analyses or conclusions are ultimately irrelevant to achieving its stated goal of inspiring a “new social contract in which a synergy is generated between a revitalized and efficient government, a dynamic and socially responsible private sector, and a powerful and truly grassroots civil society.”37

Such a vision is certainly laudable, but under present circumstances it can hardly be realized in the US or France, let alone Syria or Morocco – where, as I write, the US has just changed the focus of its “Forum for the Future” from supporting democracy to business. Rather, it is the lack of historical context for the data compiled by the AHDR team that made their analyses so removed from the socio-political and economic realities of the global era. Employing an argument similar to that of Thomas Friedman in The Lexus and the Olive Tree, the authors of the AHDR take their data to indicate that “while most of the rest of the world is coming together in larger groupings, Arab countries continue to face the outside world, and the challenges posed by the region itself, individually and alone.” This may be true; but how does this make the region unique? Who can the average American count on for solidarity and support as s/he faces the “dominate or die” global order? Certainly not the US Government. So who is the average Syrian supposed to trust? President Bashir al-Asad? The WTO?

A Few Minor Questions

Undisturbed by such a Herculean political, economic, and moral/societal task, the AHDR calls for a “holistic development” strategy that can achieve the “new social contract” necessary to overcome the isolation of the Arab world. This is certainly a good prescription; and it should be mentioned that the call for holistic, or balanced, development is a centerpiece of the growing critiques of market-oriented neoliberal development policies advocated by the World Bank, IMF, and their supporters in academia and the media.

Yet such holistic development is not as holistic as imagined by many of its proponents. First, these analyses lack a discussion of how Arab states can secure the massive amounts of money needed to pay for all of the programs and policies they advocate (think of the money the US had to spend to begin to rebuild Iraq and multiply by two dozen countries). How, for example, can the Arab world increase its per capita spending on health care by the recommended 2 percent of GDP when GDP growth for the industrial countries stood only slightly more than 1 percent in 2004, with the developing world (aside from China) not far ahead?38 What’s more, how can countries such as Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Syria, and even Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, pursue more balanced food production (and thereby increase nutritional health) when the United States simultaneously increases subsidies for its own farmers, floods their markets with below-market-price US grains, and through USAID and other international programs attempts to transform agricultural production from crops devoted to local human consumption to animal feed and export-oriented textile crops?39

And how can these countries increase spending for pre-school when their military budgets are three times greater, in per capita GDP, than the world average? Or when the Bush Administration increases military aid to Colombia and spends $100 billion per year in Iraq while claiming poverty when faced with requests for maintaining already low levels of foreign aid to the Global South? Or when Bush and Company talk of democratizing the Middle East while engaging in their own brutal occupation, and their top aides and confidants publicly inform us that “too much democracy” wouldn’t be such a good thing (no doubt as much for us as for them)? Or when this argument is supported by leading members of the press corps, such as Fareed Zakaria, whose October 15, 2001 Newsweek cover story was titled “Why Do They Hate Us” and was followed by a book that argued that “liberal autocracies” like Morocco and Jordan are a better bet for the MENA than democracy in the near future? (According to him, this is because they respect citizens’ rights, heed the rule of law, and “provide a better environment for life, liberty and happiness” than illiberal democracies like Venezuela, Russia or Ghana.)40

I’m not sure which Morocco or Jordan Zakaria has visited lately, as neither country’s government seems respectful of their citizens’ rights or laws whenever I’m there. What is important to recognize now is that none of these reports or analyses offer scenarios for Arab grass-roots forces to attain the political power that could produce governments and development policies which are “of, by, and for the people.” It is inarguably true, as the AHDR states when calling for large increases in spending on education and information technology, that “modern knowledge is power.”Yet precisely for that reason, most Arab regimes – and increasingly the US Government – share knowledge only selectively, if at all, since they have little desire to encourage the kind of bottom-up democracy that policies advocated by the AHDR would engender.

And so the advice of the follow-up 2003 AHDR that “Arab societies close a growing knowledge gap by investing heavily in education and promoting open intellectual inquiry” falls on deaf ears with the US sitting squarely in the middle of the Arab world on top of all that oil. Indeed, beyond the clear need at least to mention the impact of external influences on the Arab world, is not political transformation in the West surely a prerequisite for achieving real democracy there? How could any developing country radically reduce spending on strategically crucial US/Western products, whether surplus grains or high-tech weaponry, unless developed countries had themselves radically restructured their political economies so that retaining favorable balances of trade based on exports of wheat or F-16s, or through imposed liberalization of markets, was no longer among the most important strategic considerations for the political and economic elites?

And how can Arabs or citizens of other developing countries, whether in Russia, Indonesia, or Latin America, successfully challenge corrupt and autocratic regimes when Western countries, particularly in the context of the war on terrorism, turn a blind eye to – in some cases, encourage – large-scale abuses of human, civil, and political rights by client or friendly regimes, and even competitors or supposed enemies like the Sudan or China? And what, short of a historic change in American political culture and ideology, will be required before our Government would actually pursue “freedom and democracy” in the developing world?

The Soul of Development, or The Orient Beats Back

How can we transcend the Axis of Arrogance and Ignorance that plagues mainstream analyses, policy-making, and commentary on the so-called Axis of Evil and the MENA more broadly? In my opinion, a culturally and popularly informed undertaking is crucial. None other than Samuel Huntington argues this in the title of one of his recent books, Culture Matters. Even the first AHDR described culture as “the soul of development,” although it devoted only one out of 178 pages of the report to the subject.

Much of the progressive literature on globalization discusses cultural issues, and there is even a whole field of intellectual inquiry, “cultural studies,” devoted to this task (although its famously infuriating jargon has rendered its insights unavailable even to most academics). Thankfully, younger writers like Naomi Klein, Thomas Frank, Greg Tate, and Jason Hill have been opening the field in important and innovative ways. And they are being joined by veteran critics like Tariq Ali, who brilliantly demonstrates that Huntington’s clash is not one of civilizations, but rather of fundamentalisms – neoliberal against Islamist.41

But most of these important contributions either focus largely on the United States or parts of the world other than the MENA region, and don’t engage the important (if overly complicated) academic literature, or else harbor a clear bias against religious activists as partners in progressive dialogue and social change.42 But the people who are the objects of the Axis of Arrogance and Ignorance, the scholars who spend years studying and interacting with their cultures, and the religious personalities who are important culture shapers, must be included in the global conversation on how to build alternatives to the existing system. The good news is that there are voices trying to be heard.

Indeed, the Axes of Evil, Arrogance, and Ignorance might support the status quo among Western and Arab elites alike, but on the level of popular culture in the MENA today we can say that the “The Orient Beats Back.” This is the title of a popular dance and electronica CD in Morocco featuring Arab-style remixes and re-imaginings of Western dance hits. The adoption, translation, and transformation of other languages and technologies demonstrated by this and hundreds of offerings at kiosks throughout Morocco constitute the productive creativity advocated, albeit largely ignored, by the AHDR (probably because most of the authors of the report are of a different class and generation than the producers and consumers of this music).43

When considered with the avaricious acquisition of so-called Western technologies and languages (i.e., computers and the internet, French and increasingly English) by an ever-expanding section of young urban citizens of the Arab world, there is clearly a sizeable (if still too small) minority of young people who are finding ways to embrace the ethic of cultural creativity and thirst for “modern” knowledge that the AHDR and other reports feel are urgent to the task of reform in the MENA. Moreover, they are doing so on their own terms, many refusing to embrace the secular–religious dichotomy that defines Western culture, and in ways that move beyond the problematic criticisms of the AHDR, the self-celebratory writings of Friedman or Fukuyama, or the false dichotomies of Samuel Huntington and George W. Bush.

“The Orient Beats Back” represents the essence of this process, which for me is one of culture jamming. This is a good point to explore the history of culture jamming in a bit more detail. Although the practice goes back to the 1930s, culture jamming originated in the mid-1980s contemporary techno-rock scene and quickly became identified with the practice of parodying advertisements and hijacking billboards by drastically altering their messages to critique the depicted product or activity. Over the past decade jams have become sophisticated “interceptions” – counter-messages that hack into a corporation’s own method of communication to send a message starkly at odds with the one intended.

But while a glance at the culture jams and the “alternative” communities that often imagine and execute them testifies to their originality and creativity, I argue that ultimately they represent individual or isolated acts of cultural resistance. Their power is limited in comparison with the power of contemporary globalization to homogenize and defang minority, third world, “resistance” and “bohemian” cultures even as their diversity, hipness, and originality are celebrated.

Corporate culture has in fact been coopting and even conquering critical cultures for at least two generations. In the early 1970s advertisers realized the need to meet the growing anti-capitalism of the youth movement head on; today business gurus like John Kao and Richard Foster are writing best-sellers with titles like Jamming and Creative Destruction (a term used by scholars to describe the impact of capitalist modernity), while Bloomingdales’ advertisements exclaim, “Welcome to the Culture Bash” – which for them means cute guys, Hawaiian shirts, and a secluded beach.

This situation is why Naomi Klein asks in No Logo, “Did all our protests and subversive theory only serve to provide great content for the culture industries? Moreover, why were our ideas about political rebellion so deeply non-threatening? And how did diversity become the mantra of global capital?”44 Perhaps because the corporatization of cool strengthened the Axes of Arrogance and Ignorance during the last generation, so that when it was connected to the Axis of Evil after September 11, 2001 a seemingly impregnable ideological cage was erected that has trapped American society within the neoliberal paradigm, which appears natural and devoid of viable alternatives but is in fact radically constructed and opposable from many sides.

My belief is that if we can jam in the musical sense of the word – that is, bring together diverse and even dissonant voices to compose a truly world music – we can break down (“deconstruct,” as some philosophers might say) the “iron cage” of neoliberalism by widening conversations, shedding outmoded stereotypes and paradigms, and developing greater compassion for both the victims and beneficiaries of globalization. In this sense, “The Orient Beats Back” and similar projects, with their disregard of Euro-American notions of copyright and musical protocol, are not just a jam at the corporatization of music in the West (especially world music), but also a step towards the kind of truly global cultural production that made world music so ground-breaking and appealing in the first place. As I will demonstrate in the following chapters, such cultural performances help develop the shared language, strategies, and vision to transform critics and protesters into prophets of a true globalization in the new millennium.

Conclusion: “Arabica 2002”

There are some things you would only think of while watching the Muslim Broadcast Channel with a hotel clerk in Marrakesh. One of them is that Robert Plant stole his famous repertoire of stage moves from the Lebanese diva Najwa Karam.

What is the logic behind the strange assertion that the stage presence of “Liz Plin’s” frontman (to transliterate the Arabic spelling of Led Zeppelin on the cover of a recent CD of Robert Plant and the Gnawa master Mualem Brahim) is drawn from a singer who, like me, was in grade school during the band’s glory years? The insight occurred while I was watching a live performance of Ms. Karam on the MBC (a Saudi-owned satellite channel broadcast from London) in a hotel in Marrakesh after a night of wandering through the Jmaa el-Fna, the open-air market famed for its magicians, snake-charmers, palm-readers, boxers, acrobats, and dozens of open-air restaurants.45

But how could Karam’s body language of 2002 have influenced Plant’s circa 1973? Perhaps Plant, who has frequented the Arab world since the late 1960s, was influenced by the same artists – especially the seminal ‘Um Kalthoum – as Najwa Karam (that was his take on the situation when I asked him). Of course, Karam could have stolen the moves from Plant; but since Led Zeppelin never toured in Lebanon and never produced music videos, that would have meant she saw the group’s concert film The Song Remains the Same on Lebanese TV, which is highly unlikely. And Karam agreed that it was probably through mutual influence when I enquired. In this context the Plant–Karam axis is a useful example of our larger discussion because its revelations of cross-cultural, gender, and generational conversation directly challenges the nexus of the Axes of Evil and Arrogance that are determining how entire civilizations interact in the newest global age.

Such interaction represents the generally unheralded side of globalization. In my travels in search of this elusive globalization I have noticed that there are three kinds of reactions by peoples of the so-called “developing” or “third” world to its promises and perils: The first is the wholesale adoption of things American, which is the goal of the great commercial Culture Bash but rarely occurs except within a very small and wealthy elite. The second is its antithesis, the one epitomized by Osama bin Laden, al-Qa’eda, and the violence and hatred they represent.46

The third response is represented by “The Orient Beats Back.” Its adaptations and remixes of Western (inspired) dance and trance music by leading Arab DJs represent not a postmodern continuation of some sort of hegemonic Euro-trash dance music, but rather a true “anti” modern response to the sins of modernity matrix in a process of super-imposition and blatant theft that defies convention and copyright at the same time. How so? Because by adapting and transforming Western styles and technologies into something new, rather than a supposedly “postmodern”collage of already existing styles and sounds, the music of “The Orient Beats Back” challenges the very premises of modernity that are at the heart of the Axis of Arrogance and Ignorance: that the Rest can only copy the West, never transform and even improve it.47

Along with numerous other musical collaborations, such as the “Arabica” series (yearly compilations of Arab remixes of well-known Western songs), this genre offers a most tantalizing clue to how we can move beyond the rhetoric of mutual suspicion and recrimination to a true jamming of cultures whose force can match the monotonous, Soviet-style drumming of the neoliberal apparatchiks. Consider my finds the morning I was leaving Marrakesh for Rabat: Arab DJ remixes of Santana, Missy Elliot, even Pink Floyd’s “Us and Them.” And the original version of the Missy Elliot was itself built around an Arabic-music sample, making this “Arab” remix particularly flush with cultural and musical significance.

Allow me to explore this line of reasoning further. As I write this particular paragraph I’m sitting in a Rabat internet café. Behind me is a young, stylishly dressed young man blasting Busta Rhymes’“Pass the Courvoisier” out of his computer speakers (computers at almost every internet café in the Middle East, from Morocco to Iraq, seem to be fully multi-media), followed by Snoop Dogg and the North African-French actor-singer Jamel Debousse doing a French–English language duet, “Mission Cleopatra.” As he bops his head he’s typing away to his chat-room buddies in French, peppered with knowing Englishisms. It seems that everyone – and everyone here is largely young, college-age men (although between a quarter and a third of the customers in the internet cafés seem to be women) – is chatting, or judging from the URL history list of the computers I’ve been using, checking out the latest Billboard charts, or the French porn sites I mentioned earlier.

Even many university professors use these cafés for their email, as the price – less than a dollar an hour – makes them a good substitute for more expensive and slower home connections. And everyone is typing in English or French, though one can now do email in Arabic, which is supposed to be the primary language in Morocco after two decades of an “Arabization” program whose goal was to “decolonize” the heads of Moroccans from their former French rulers. Moreover, the customers at the cafés are by and large not the elite of Morocco. If they were they’d be at home surfing on brand new P5 computers hooked up to wanadoo.ma, or even wanadoo.fr if they’re particularly francophone. Instead, these are the very people that Tom Friedman and the authors of the AHDR are looking for but can’t seem to find (perhaps because they don’t listen to enough hiphop, or need to spend more time frequenting neighborhood internet cafés).48

Of course, there is more to globalization in Morocco, or anywhere else in the Arab and Muslim worlds for that matter, than hybrid hiphop, French porn, and Berber carpets of varying quality. As I sat in my hotel room contemplating the origin of Robert Plant’s stage repertoire, the sounds of the Gnawa streamed into my room from the Jmaa el-Fna. Gnawa music is itself a form of globalization, as it emerged from the blending of religious traditions and musical styles of West African (former) slaves, Berber and Arab cultures, and now rock and funk. And the exoticized, orientalized landscape of the Jmaa el-Fna, which seems to come out of some nineteenth-century British travel book, in fact caters mostly to Moroccans themselves – another case of cultural (re)appropriation in which the formerly colonized now enjoy the cultural fantasies of their former rulers.
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“This brave and deeply stirring book simply
blows the ‘clash of civilizations’ concept out of the water.”
Mike Davis, author of City of Quartz






