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The Origins of Occidentalism

By IAN BURUMA

When the West is under attack, as it was on September 11, it is often assumed --
not only in America -- that the West means the United States. This goes for those
on the left, who believe that U.S. foreign policy (or "imperialism") and U.S. corporate
power (or "globalization") have brought the suicide bombers and holy warriors upon
America by marginalizing and bullying the millions of people who have failed to
benefit from the capitalist world order. But it also goes for conservatives, who think
that Islamist radicalism, like Communism before, is an attack on "our values," that
is, on the "American way of life."

There is some truth to those claims. The worldwide reach of Wall Street, Hollywood,
and the U.S. armed forces invites resentment. And to the extent that those
institutions represent the American way of life, they are indeed targets of the
Islamist jihad. It is also true that U.S. foreign policy can be misguided, even brutal.
And global capitalism can do a great deal of damage as well as good. Finally, the
United States, as the only Western superpower, has indeed come to stand for the
West as a whole. And countries, such as Israel, that are looked upon as U.S. proxies
provoke violent hostility for that reason alone.

However, the kind of violence currently directed at targets associated with the West,
from the World Trade Center to a discothéque in Bali, is not just about the United
States. Nor can it be reduced to global economics. Even those who have good reason
to blame their poverty on harsh forms of U.S.-backed capitalism do not normally
blow themselves up in public places to kill the maximum number of unarmed
civilians. We do not hear of suicide bombers from the slums of Rio or Bangkok.
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Something else is going on, which my co-author, Avishai Margalit, and I call -9 -
Occidentalism (the title of our new book): a war against a particular idea of the
West, which is neither new nor unique to Islamist extremism. The current jihadis see
the West as something less than human, to be destroyed, as though it were a
cancer. This idea has historical roots that long precede any form of "U.S.
imperialism." Similar hostility, though not always as lethal, has been directed in the
past against Britain and France as much as against America. What, then, is the
Occidentalist idea of the West?

That is the problem that vexed a group of prominent Japanese intellectuals who
gathered for a conference in Kyoto in 1942. The attack on Pearl Harbor was not the
ostensible reason for the conference, but the underlying idea was to find an
ideological justification for Japan's mission to smash, and in effect replace, the
Western empires in Asia. The topic of discussion was "how to overcome the modern.
Modernity was associated with the West, and particularly with Western imperialism.

Westernization, one of the scholars said, was like a disease that had infected the
Japanese spirit. The "modern thing," said another, was a "European thing." Others
believed that "Americanism" was the enemy, and that Japan should make common
cause with the Europeans to defend old civilizations against the New World (there
would certainly have been takers in Europe). There was much talk about unhealthy
specialization in knowledge, which had fragmented the wholeness of Oriental
spiritual culture. Science was to blame. So were capitalism, the absorption into
Japanese society of modern technology, and notions of individual freedom and
democracy. These had to be "overcome."

All agreed that culture -- that is, traditional Japanese culture -- was spiritual and
profound, whereas modern Western civilization was shallow, rootless, and
destructive of creative power. The West, particularly the United States, was coldly
mechanical, a machine civilization without spirit or soul, a place where people mixed
to produce mongrel races. A holistic, traditional Orient united under divine Japanese
imperial rule would restore the warm organic Asian community to spiritual health. As
one of the participants put it, the struggle was between Japanese blood and Western
intellect.

Precisely the same terms had been used by others, in other places, at other times.
Blood, soil, and the spirit of the Volk were what German romantics in the late 18th
and early 19th centuries invoked against the universalist claims of the French
Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and Napoleon's invading armies. This notion
of national soul was taken over by the Slavophiles in 19th-century Russia, who used
it to attack the "Westernizers," that is, Russian advocates of liberal reforms. It came
up again and again, in the 1930s, when European fascists and National Socialists
sought to smash "Americanism," Anglo-Saxon liberalism, and "rootless
cosmopolitanism" (meaning Jews). Aurel Kolnai, the great Hungarian scholar, wrote
a book in the 1930s about fascist ideology in Austria and Germany. He called it War
Against the West. Communism, too, especially under Stalin, although a bastard child
of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, was the sworn enemy of Western
liberalism and "rootless cosmopolitanism." Many Islamic radicals borrowed their anti-
Western concepts from Russia and Germany. The founders of the Ba'ath Party in
Syria were keen readers of prewar German race theories. Jalal Al-e Ahmad, an
influential Iranian intellectual in the 1960s, coined the phrase "Westoxification" to
describe the poisonous influence of Western civilization on other cultures. He, too,
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was an admirer of German ideas on blood and soil.

Clearly, the idea of the West as a malign force is not some Eastern or Middle Eastern
idea, but has deep roots in European soil. Defining it in historical terms is not a
simple matter. Occidentalism was part of the counter-Enlightenment, to be sure, but
also of the reaction against industrialization. Some Marxists have been attracted to
it, but so, of course, have their enemies on the far right. Occidentalism is a revolt
against rationalism (the cold, mechanical West, the machine civilization) and
secularism, but also against individualism. European colonialism provoked
Occidentalism, and so does global capitalism today. But one can speak of
Occidentalism only when the revolt against the West becomes a form of pure
destruction, when the West is depicted as less than human, when rebellion means
murder.

Wherever it occurs, Occidentalism is fed by a sense of humiliation, of defeat. Isaiah
Berlin once described the German revolt against Napoleon as "the original exemplar
of the reaction of many a backward, exploited, or at any rate patronized society,
which, resentful of the apparent inferiority of its status, reacted by turning to real or
imaginary triumphs and glories in its past, or enviable attributes of its own national
or cultural character."

The same thing might be said about Japan in the 1930s, after almost a century of
feeling snubbed and patronized by the West, whose achievements it so fervently
tried to emulate. It has been true of the Russians, who have often slipped into the
role of inferior upstarts, stuck in the outer reaches of Asia and Europe. But nothing
matches the sense of failure and humiliation that afflicts the Arab world, a once
glorious civilization left behind in every respect by the post-Enlightenment West.

Humiliation can easily turn into a cult of the pure and the authentic. Among the most
resented attributes of the hated Occident are its claims to universalism. Christianity
is a universalist faith, but so is the Enlightenment belief in reason. Napoleon was a
universalist who believed in a common civil code for all his conquered subjects. The
conviction that the United States represents universal values and has the God-given
duty to spread democracy in the benighted world belongs to the same universalist
tradition. Some of these values may indeed be universal. One would like to think that
all people could benefit from democracy or the use of reason. The Code Napoleon
brought many benefits. But when universal solutions are imposed by force, or when
people feel threatened or humiliated or unable to compete with the powers that
promote such solutions, that is when we see the dangerous retreat into dreams of
purity.

Not all dreams of local authenticity and cultural uniqueness are noxious, or even
wrong. As Isaiah Berlin also pointed out, the crooked timber of humanity cannot be
forcibly straightened along universal standards with impunity. The experiments on
the human soul by Communism showed how bloody universalist dreams can be. And
the poetic romanticism of 19th-century German idealists was often a welcome
antidote to the dogmatic rationalism that came with the Enlightenment.

It is when purity or authenticity, of faith or race, leads to purges of the supposedly
inauthentic, of the allegedly impure, that mass murder begins. The fact that anti-
Americanism, anti-Zionism, anti-Semitism, and a general hostility to the West often
overlap is surely no coincidence. Even in Japan, where Jews play no part in national
life, one of the participants at the 1942 Kyoto conference suggested that the war
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against the West was a war against the "poisonous materialist civilization" built on
Jewish financial capitalist power. At the same time, European anti-Semites, not only
in Nazi Germany, were blaming the Jews for Bolshevism.

Both Bolshevism and capitalism are universalist systems in the sense that they do
not recognize national, racial, or cultural borders. Since Jews are traditionally
regarded by the defenders of purity as the congenital outsiders, the archetypal
"rootless cosmopolitans," it is no wonder that they are also seen as the main carriers
of the universalist virus. To be sure, Jews had sound reasons to be attracted to such
notions as equality before the law, secular politics, and internationalism, whether of
a socialist or capitalist stamp. Exclusivity, whether racial, religious, or nationalist, is
never good for minorities. Only in the Middle East have Jews brought their own form
of exclusivity and nationalism. But Zionism came from the West. And so Israel, in the
eyes of its enemies, is the colonial outpost of "Westoxification." Its material success
only added to the Arab sense of historic humiliation.

The idea, however, that Jews are a people without a soul, mimics with no creative
powers, is much older than the founding of the State of Israel. It was one of the
most common anti-Semitic slurs employed by Richard Wagner. He was neither the
first to do so, nor very original in this respect. Karl Marx, himself the grandson of a
rabbi, called the Jews greedy parasites, whose souls were made of money. The same
kind of thing was often said by 19th-century Europeans about the British. The great
Prussian novelist Theodor Fontane, who rather admired England, nonetheless opined
that "the cult of the Gold Calf is the disease of the English people." He was convinced
that English society would be destroyed by "this yellow fever of gold, this sellout of
all souls to the devil of Mammon." And much the same is said today about the
Americans.

Calculation -- the accounting of money, interests, scientific evidence, and so on -- is
regarded as soulless. Authenticity lies in poetry, intuition, and blind faith. The
Occidentalist view of the West is of a bourgeois society, addicted to creature
comforts, animal lusts, self-interest, and security. It is by definition a society of
cowards, who prize life above death. As a Taliban fighter once put it during the war
in Afghanistan, the Americans would never win, because they love Pepsi-Cola,
whereas the holy warriors love death. This was also the language of Spanish fascists
during the civil war, and of Nazi ideologues, and Japanese kamikaze pilots.

The hero is one who acts without calculating his interests. He jumps into action
without regard for his own safety, ever ready to sacrifice himself for the cause. And
the Occidentalist hero, whether he is a Nazi or an Islamist, is just as ready to destroy
those who sully the purity of his race or creed. It is indeed his duty to do so. When
the West is seen as the threat to authenticity, then it is the duty of all holy warriors
to destroy anything to do with the "Zionist Crusaders," whether it is a U.S.
battleship, a British embassy, a Jewish cemetery, a chunk of lower Manhattan, or a
disco in Bali. The symbolic value of these attacks is at least as important as the
damage inflicted.

What, then, is new about the Islamist holy war against the West? Perhaps it is the
totality of its vision. Islamism, as an antidote to Westoxification, is an odd mixture of
the universal and the pure: universal because all people can, and in the eyes of the
believers should, become orthodox Muslims; pure because those who refuse the call
are not simply lost souls but savages who must be removed from this earth.
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Hitler tried to exterminate the Jews, among others, but did not view the entire West
with hostility. In fact, he wanted to forge an alliance with the British and other
"Aryan" nations, and felt betrayed when they did not see things his way. Stalinists
and Maoists murdered class enemies and were opposed to capitalism. But they never
saw the Western world as less than human and thus to be physically eradicated.
Japanese militarists went to war against Western empires but did not regard
everything about Western civilization as barbarous. The Islamist contribution to the
long history of Occidentalism is a religious vision of purity in which the idolatrous
West simply has to be destroyed.

The worship of false gods is the worst religious sin in Islam as well as in ancient
Judaism. The West, as conceived by Islamists, worships the false gods of money,
sex, and other animal lusts. In this barbarous world the thoughts and laws and
desires of Man have replaced the kingdom of God. The word for this state of affairs is
jahiliyya, which can mean idolatry, religious ignorance, or barbarism. Applied to the
pre-Islamic Arabs, it means ignorance: People worshiped other gods because they
did not know better. But the new jahiliyya, in the sense of barbarism, is everywhere,
from Las Vegas and Wall Street to the palaces of Riyadh. To an Islamist, anything
that is not pure, that does not belong to the kingdom of God, is by definition
barbarous and must be destroyed.

Just as the main enemies of Russian Slavophiles were Russian Westernizers, the
most immediate targets of Islamists are the liberals, reformists, and secular rulers in
their own societies. They are the savage stains that have to be cleansed with blood.
But the source of the barbarism that has seduced Saudi princes and Algerian
intellectuals as much as the whores and pimps of New York (and in a sense all
infidels are whores and pimps) is the West. And that is why holy war has been
declared against the West.

Since the target of the holy warriors is so large, figuring out how to defend it is not
easy. But it is not immediately apparent that a war against Iraq was the most
effective way to fight the Islamist jihad. Saddam Hussein's Ba'ath regime was a
murderous dictatorship that deserved to come to an end, but it was not in line with
the holy revolution. There is no evidence that Saddam wished to destroy the West.
Osama bin Laden clearly does, and he is still at large. It may even be that attacking
Iraq, however gratifying in many ways, has made the defense against Islamist
revolution harder. Moderate Muslims everywhere are cowed into silence by
aggressive U.S. actions, for fear of being seen as traitors or, worse, barbarous
idolators.

As even President Bush has been at pains to point out, the battle with religious
terrorism is not a war against Islam, or even religion. Violent attempts to force
secularism on Muslim societies in the past invited the problem of religious extremism
and should not be seen as the solution now. Zealotry was in part a reaction against
the aggressive secularism of such regimes as Reza Shah's in Iran during the 1930s.
If political freedoms are to be guaranteed in the Muslim world through popular
sovereignty, religion will have to be taken into account. The best chance for
democracies to succeed in countries as varied as Indonesia, Turkey, and Iraq is if
moderate Muslims can be successfully mobilized. But that will have to come from
those countries themselves. Even though Western governments should back the
forces for democracy, the hard political struggle cannot be won in Washington, or
through the force of U.S. arms.
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In the West itself, we must defend our freedoms against the holy warriors who seek
to destroy them. But we must also be careful that in doing so we don't end up
undermining them ourselves. In the balance between security and civil liberty, the
latter should never be sacrificed to the former. We should also guard against the
temptation to fight fire with fire, Islamism with our own forms of intolerance. To
think that we are at war with Islamism in the name of Christianity, as some zealots
believe, is a fatal error, for that is to conform precisely to the Manichaeistic view of
those who seek to defeat us. Muslims living in the West should not be allowed to join
the holy war against it. But their rights as Europeans or Americans must be
respected. The survival of our liberties depends on our willingness to defend them
against enemies outside, but also against the temptation of our own leaders to use
our fears in order to destroy our freedoms.

Ian Buruma is a professor of human rights, democracy, and new-media studies at
Bard College and a regular contributor to The New York Review of Books. He and
Avishai Margalit, a professor of philosophy at the Hebrew University, in Jerusalem,
are the authors of Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of its Enemies, which will be
published by the Penguin Press next month.

Occidentalism:
The West in the Eyes of Its Enemies

By Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit

Christopher Hitchens

Well, there certainly ought to be a word for it. "Westerners" can be easily arraigned
or lampooned as imperialists or racists, or "Eurocentrics," and a surprisingly large
number of them are more than ready to accept the implied guilt involved here, or
at least to submit themselves to the procedure of self-criticism. Yet according to
one theory of "racism," only white people can be guilty of it, since it -- "racism" --
is a power structure rather than a prejudice. Thus, one also needs a distinct term
for a black person who is ethnically bigoted or race-obsessed ("racialist" might do
here).

And what about Osama bin Laden, whose expressed desire is for the restoration of
a lost empire in the form of the old Muslim Caliphate? It might seem odd to
describe him as an imperialist, but not at all wrong to call him a reactionary, say,
or an irredentist, or a nostalgist. To say nothing of his sectarian hatred for all Jews,
all Christians, most Shia Muslims, Hindus, emancipated women, homosexuals and -
- the world's most important minority in my view -- secular unbelievers. Here, the
rigorously accurate term might be "fascist." I once proposed the formulation
"fascism with an Islamic face" and have found this played back to me in the slightly
cruder version of "Islamo-fascism."
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Amid all this intellectual and moral confusion, Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit
have deftly proposed the notion of "Occidentalism." This is a play on "Orientalism,"
the formulation advanced by the late Edward Said, whereby a society or its
academics and intellectuals can be judged by their attitude to the "other." Avishai
Margalit is a professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and has been very
much identified with the secular and internationalist wing of the Israeli peace camp.
Ian Buruma is known to a large audience for his witty and profound studies of Asia,
Germany and England. Both authors had in common a friendship with, and a strong
admiration for, Isaiah Berlin. (Here is probably the place to disclose that I know
and like Ian Buruma, liked but did not so much admire Isaiah Berlin, and was a
close friend of Edward Said.)

The book is short to the point of terseness, but by no means superficial. The
authors demonstrate that there is a long history of anti-Western paranoia in the
intellectual tradition of the "East," but that much of this is rooted in nhon-Muslim
and non-Oriental thinking. Indeed, insofar as the comparison with fascism can be
made, it can be derived from some of the very origins and authors that inspired
fascism itself. In many areas of German, Russian and French culture, one finds the
same hatred of "decadence," the same cultish worship of the pitiless hero, the
same fascination with the infallible "leader," the same fear of a mechanical
civilization as opposed to the "organic" society based on tradition and allegiance.

I was very struck recently by seeing Tom Cruise's appalling movie The Last
Samurai, where an American adventurer takes the side of feudal and tribal chivalry
in Japan, presumably because of its self-annihilating authenticity, but realizes
during the course of several destructive massacres that the samurai ethos will not
survive in the face of modernity. What is needed, he concludes, is a fusion or
synthesis between new weapons and old ideas. It's bad enough that an American,
even a Scientologist, could actually desire to see what Japan eventually got -- in
the combination of an imperial god-king with a large air force and navy, an evil
empire and an absolutely calamitous war. Even more alarming was the cultural
myopia that prevented critics and audiences from seeing that precisely this
combination of medieval and atavistic ideas with borrowed technology is what
threatens Eastern societies no less than our own.

Elements of the same self-hatred are what preoccupy Buruma and Margalit. What is
it in the Western soul that thrills to violence and authority and fanaticism? Well, to
get one problem out of the way at once, there is no doubt that Jew-hatred, and a
morbid suspicion of the Enlightenment, have something to do with it. Behind the
apparent self-confidence of the supposedly "organic" racial communities of Europe,
there lurks an insecurity that half realizes that the Christian-based nation-state is
something of a fiction, or "construct."

In parallel with this insecurity is the recurrent fear of a secret or invisible
government that really pulls all the strings. The paranoid fantasy of The Protocols
of the Elders of Zion, which is often wrongly called a "forgery" (it is in fact a whole-
cloth fabrication) is the apotheosis of this mentality. One can safely call it a fantasy
because it can, to weak or disordered minds, explain everything from godless
cosmopolitanism to Judeo-Bolshevism (the secret fear of the Nazi Party) to Judeo-
plutocracy (the other secret fear of the Nazi Party and of some others, too, like T.
S. Eliot). In his great study of the origins of the Protocols, which was entitled
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Warrant for Genocide, Norman Cohn also laid stress on the anti-Semite's hatred
and fear of urbanization and modernity.

Counterposed to this sinister conspiracy of the idle and effeminate and intellectual -
- the very word "intellectual" was coined as a term of abuse by the enemies of
Dreyfus -- is the assertion of the manly, heroic warrior who fights in the open. The
classic text here is Ernst Junger's Storm of Steel, a paean to the self-sacrifice of
German youth on the Western Front in the First World War, and an emotional
contributor to the torch-bearing and re-nationalized "youth" movements of the
right that succeeded it. Such supposed inspiration breathes contempt for the ideas
of comfort, security and democracy, which are the consolations of the mediocre.
Buruma and Margalit say that "some of the rhetoric now coming from the United
States, specifically in neo-conservative circles, comes close to this vision." If they
are willing to say "specifically," it would be nice if they could or would specify,
which they do not.

A central chapter focuses on the macabre question of suicide, or the belief that
death should be loved more than life. This is not a pathology unique to al-Qaeda,
and even less is it unique to Islam. The most famous devotees of suicide in
antiquity were indeed the Assassins, but they in turn were vanquished by Muslim
regimes. The so-called Kamikaze warriors of Imperial Japan were also very
frightening until they were defeated, and nearer to our own time the tactic of
suicide-murder was further evolved by the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka, another non-
Islamic group and incidentally another faction whose tactics have proved self-
defeating.

The method here is not the important thing. The ideology is what counts. Those
who are eager to die are expressing a hatred for the everyday, banal achievements
of human society. This may be less scary than it looks: Every second-rate volunteer
in a democratic army must in the last resort be just as much prepared to die as to
kill, and such forces also have their overwhelming and awe-inspiring victories.
(Incidentally, in a book so preoccupied with the suicide question, and with the
relationship of the West to Judaism and to Israel, it would have been interesting to
know what the authors made of Masada.)

Occidentalism repays study because it reminds us of how much the suicide of our
own society has been advocated from within its own citadel, and of how reactionary
and counter-humanistic such advocacy has been. The ideas of liberal pluralism are
newer in "the West" than we suppose, and could in fact use some ruthless warriors
of their own.

Christopher Hitchens is a columnist for Vanity Fair. His most recent book is A Long
Short War: The Postponed Liberation of Iraq.

Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of Its Enemies

Speaker: Ian Buruma, Luce professor of human rights, democracy, and journalism,
Bard College; co-author, "Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of Its Enemies"
Moderator: Fouad Ajami, M. Khadduri professor of Middle Eastern studies, Paul H.
Nitze School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University
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Council on Foreign Relations
New York, NY
Thursday, April 22, 2004

FOUAD AJAMI: It's a great honor to be presiding over this meeting. I'm Fouad Ajami
from Johns Hopkins University. I am also--thanks to your votes, I'm a member of the
board of the CFR [Council on Foreign Relations]. I realize you may have forgotten--
[applause]--you may have--you may have forgotten you voted for me, but you did
vote for me. [Laughter.] And I'm delighted to be here on your behalf. And we have a
very special guest and a very special topic. And we're here for a meeting on
Occidentalism, and we have a very distinguished author, Ian Buruma. And we have
one of the two authors of the book. His equally distinguished and very talented
colleague, whom I also know, Avishai Margalit [Schulman professor of philosophy at
the Hebrew University in Jerusalem] is presumably in Jerusalem, but we will take one
of the two authors.

Now, there are usual things that I am instructed by the staff--that's what presiders
do, you obey the staff, when in doubt--that I should remind you of. I should, of
course, remind you to turn off your cell phones. And I'm reminded of something the
wickedly brilliant [literary editor of The New Republic] Leon Wieseltier once said
about a reporter for The New Yorker, whom shall remain unnamed, 20 years ago. He
said he believed everything someone with a cell phone tells him. [Laughter.] But that
was 20 years ago. So that's--now they are very common, so if you would turn them
off, that would be great.

I'd like to also remind you that I want to take away from you the pleasure of calling
someone and telling them what people said: "There was an off-the-record meeting at
the Council, and here is what [Council on Foreign Relations President] Richard Haass
said in that off-the-record meeting." [Laughter.] This is on the record, so we've
taken away from you this excitement as well. [Laughter.] So, it's--it's a rough day.

At any rate, now, I want to--I'm not going to dwell at length on the qualifications and
the distinction of Ian Buruma. I think this meeting establishes that there is one Ian
Buruma, because if you've seen all his writing and all his activities, you would think
that there's several people masquerading as Ian Buruma. And he is currently the
Luce professor of human rights, democracy, and journalism at Bard College. He is a
frequent contributor to The New York Review of Books. He is the author of a monthly
essay at the Financial Times. He is a frequent contributor to The New York Times
Magazine, The New Yorker, The Guardian, et cetera. And he's written a number of
widely read books, which I'll just, you know, just to give you a flavor of them. One
book, which I thought was outstanding, was a book entitled "Anglomania.” One is
"God's Dust." One is "Behind the Mask: On Sexual Demons, Sacred Mothers,
Transvestites, Gangsters, and Other Japanese Cultural Heroes." [Laughter.] Well,
this is the Council on Foreign Relations, so we're not going to talk about transvestites
and other cultural heroes. [Laughter.]

We will talk about--we will talk about Occidentalism, and I suppose just what little I
could add before we open it up to everyone--there's enormous talent in the
audience, and I'm not going to detain Ian very long--does Edward Said [literary critic
and Columbia University professor] fit over--does his shadow, I mean, the late
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Edward Said book on Orientalism, is this sort of the flipside of Edward's book? Is that
the intention?

IAN BURUMA: Well, one of the misunderstandings that title, of course, provokes is
that it's meant as a kind of an attack on, or a sort of snide attack on Edward Said.
And although attacking Edward Said could be a pleasurable exercise--[laughter]--
that's not the way this book was meant. In fact, we agreed that in the midst of some
degree of white noise, Edward Said did have one important insight, which was that
there was a view of the East, and particularly the Middle East, that was
dehumanizing, in the sense that it presented the Oriental as somehow less than
morally adult, and voluptuous, and like a child, and had to be sort of taken in hand
by the virile and superior West. Now, we're really trying to argue that there is indeed
a flipside to this, and that there's an equally dehumanizing view of the West, which is
the kind of opposite of the child, the voluptuous child and the cruel child. The West is
a kind of a machine, it is a ruthless, money-grubbing, soulless machine that has to
be eradicated as a kind of poison in the organic communities that are the ideal of this
kind of people who see the West in this light.

AJAMI: Now, [audience member] Bob Graff asked me to ask you, what is
Occidentalism, if you were to define this cluster that you are talking about? What are
you talking about? Is this anti-Americanism?

BURUMA: No, I think it's a common fallacy, held especially in this country but not
only in this country. I think, also, in many other parts of the world, including those
parts that are hostile, that the West is the United States or that Occidentalism is
really about American foreign policy or about Hollywood movies. It's perfectly
legitimate, sometimes even justified, to be critical of American foreign policy, or
even have an aversion to Hollywood movies. That's not what Occidentalism really is.
Occidentalism is a view of the West which actually goes back much further in history,
which is partly the point of our book, than the different problems of American foreign
policy, a view of the West that was associated at one time or another with Britain,
with republican France, with various ideas in the West. It goes back at least to the
counter-Enlightenment, of the West as a ruthless--and these are all code words, of
course, of a kind--a ruthless, cosmopolitan, individualistic, soulless, atomized, I
think, is the word, alienated civilization, totally dedicated to the pursuit of money
and wealth and comfort, but has no spirit, and has a toxic effect on organic spiritual
communities. We're talking in fantasies, of course, here, not in terms of geography,
or clashes of civilizations that actually exist. So these are fantasies that have a toxic
effect on those communities which see themselves as deep and rooted, and so on.
There was even a phrase for this, coined by, I think, an Iranian intellectual, about
whom you would know much more than me, which is "Westoxification."

AJAMI: Now, this book, I gather was written in Jerusalem, or--I mean, is this the--
BURUMA: Well--

AJAMI: I like to always--

BURUMA: Well, we had to divide the tasks.

AJAMI: Right.

www.nilgoon.org 17



BURUMA: And so, part of it is written in Jerusalem, part of it was written in London--

AJAMI: I'm not asking a Larry King question here. I mean, I'm getting somewhere.
[Laughter.]

BURUMA: Yes, well, it was written in the capitals of evil in the eyes of the
Occidentalists, of course.

AJAMI: Now, as you were writing this book--this was written in what, fall 2002?

BURUMA: Yes. Because the idea was around, but yes, I have to admit that we were
galvanized by the events of 2001.

AJAMI: Right. So this is written in a shadow?

BURUMA: It was written in the shadow of September 11th, yes.
AJAMI: Yes, of 2001.

BURUMA: Absolutely.

AJAMI: Now, in fact, the Islamic parts of the book--I mean, it's not only Islamic, but
the issue of Islam, of course, is what will immediately spring to mind. I mean, we're
talking about the way these Islamists view the West, is that true? I mean, is that
the--

BURUMA: Yes, because that was, of course, the catalyst. And so our argument is that
Islamism, which is, of course, a political revolutionary movement, has--is rooted to
some extent in the history of the Middle East and even Islam itself, but is actually a
modern phenomenon which borrows a lot from Western ideas, European ideas. It's
been around for a while and should not be seen as a uniquely Middle Eastern-Arab-
Islamic phenomenon. And so we try and give it historical context.

AJAMI: You know, that's the problem--that's the point that causes me some
problems, because I think you begin by saying, in fact, that Occidentalism derives
from ideas in the West, which is true, an animus toward the city--is that right?--to
this big, cosmopolitan, imperial capital, and that it travels to other lands. We know
that that's so. But I think when I try to make the connection, for example, you have
this, you quote this poem by T.S. Eliot, which has this kind of animus towards the
city.

BURUMA: Yes.

AJAMI: Now, from there to Mohammad Atta, the psychopath who led these
kamikazes on September 11th, 2001, there's a kind of leap that, I think, is a bit of a
stretch for me, because I think this challenge isn't really about an animus toward the
city. The Islamic world is heavily and deeply urbanized. As you and Avishai note in
the book, I have to be fair to this, and indeed, for example, one of the leaders of this
new Islamism that I'm very interested in, [founder of the Islamic terrorist group
Egyptian Islamic Jihad] Ayman [al] Zawahiri the man we--you know, the sort of
quote-unquote, the number two, the deputy of Osama bin Laden, who really isn't the
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deputy to Osama bin Laden; he is a more impressive figure than Osama bin Laden,
he comes from one of the great aristocratic urban families of Cairo. I mean, this is
the Cairene aristocrat. It's not so much an animus towards the city, is it? I mean,
how do--

BURUMA: Well, no, I agree, it can be seen as a stretch, and we're not saying that
every group of movements that wish to destroy what they saw as toxic about the
West would be exactly the same, or shared exactly the same. But there is--I think
the animus towards--it's not the animus towards the city, as in the sense of the city
being a large number of buildings; it's the animus towards a certain idea of the city.
After all, I would argue that the Nazis had that same animus, and at the same time,
Hitler, with his favorite architect, Albert Speer, spent many hours over models of
their ideal of a new Berlin. But their idea of a new Berlin was not the kind of city that
you or I would feel very comfortable in.

And if one includes, say, the Taliban in this Islamist revolutionary movement,
consisting of very disparate parts, of course, they certainly have an animus again--to
them Kabul is the wicked city. I think the--again, I'm on thin ice with you, but I
would imagine that some Islamists in Saudi Arabia would see Riyadh as the wicked
city. And so--and many of these people may actually themselves be from cities. It's,
of course, not a contradiction. I think that often when one looks at sort of the--
[inaudible]--which has violent revolutionary aspirations, it's often against the very
class they come from, or the very places they come from, and so on. So, I think that
you're right, that not every Islamist activist or holy warrior would have the same
ideas about the city as the Khmer Rouge did in Cambodia, who were very anti-
Phnom Pen, of course, to the point of emptying the whole city and sending
everybody to the countryside. But I think certain elements of Islamists certainly do
share that.

AJAMI: I mean, the special thought of your book is, in fact, instead of looking at
Islamic ideas as Islamic ideas, you talk about the contamination of ideas.

BURUMA: Yes.

AJAMI: In fact, you end up saying that, look, these ideas--the self-doubt about the
West, travel to other lands--and other people take them and use them as a weapon
against the West. I mean, I think--when I think of Mohammad Atta, when
Mohammad Atta was making his brief against the Egyptian regime, his brief against
[Egyptian President Hosni] Mubarak was to say that Mubarak was turning Egypt into
McEgypt. Again, this sort of fits in with this.

BURUMA: Absolutely. And also, to make it clear that this is not a question--it's not a
[Harvard professor Samuel] Huntingtonian thesis of East versus West, certainly not
in a geographical way. To illustrate that point, I'll tell you how the idea came to us,
which was during a walk one winter's day, Avishai and I took a walk in Highgate
Cemetery in north London and paused in front of Karl Marx's rather hideous tomb.
And to annoy the old boy, we put some stones on it because we knew that it would
irritate him intensely. [Laughter.] And this led to a discussion about the antagonism
of eastern, that is to say Polish and Russian, Jews towards German Jews. And as
[political philosopher] Isaiah Berlin described Karl Marx as the typical German Jew,
the yeke of all yekes. "His humor was as heavy as his food," I think was one Isaiah's
comments. [Laughter.] And Avishai's family comes from part of this divide, and my
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family, part of my family, from the other. And Avishai was saying the traditional view
of the German Jews in the shtet/ [towns] was as inhuman, ruthless, efficient,
imperialistic, money-grubbing people who had no soul. And this led, really, to further
arguments--or not arguments, a further exploration of this theme when I saw
parallels in things--with things I'd heard traveling to India and China and Japan, and
so on, where you get a very similar juxtaposition of--

AJAMI: See, I have--as you might suspect, I have some political problem with what
you're saying. And I want to tease out the--[inaudible]--of what you're saying,
because I hear you saying this too shall pass. Right? This too shall pass, this new,
virulent strain of Occidentalism, hatred, animus towards the West, hatred of the
West, which comes at this time from the Islamic world. It shall pass, because we've
seen it before, we've seen it's like before. And that this emanates through these
Western sources, so therefore it cannot be terribly toxic; it can't be terribly lethal.
See, I take a very different view of this. I think it's a very different kind of challenge.
It's brand new. And I think to try--I think there is more comfort in your work than I
am--

BURUMA: Than there should be.
AJAMI: Yes. See, I am not comforted.

BURUMA: Well, I'm not so sure I am--feel so comfortable about it either. I think
there are new elements about this, which is that, in the case of the Nazis or the
Japanese militarists in the 1930s, for example, the enemy was very clear and,
actually, rather limited. It was narrowly defined. Horrible though the program of
exterminating certain people is, Hitler did not set out to destroy the whole world
outside of his own small [inaudible]. I think what is new about the Islamist
revolutionaries is that they do see the world outside of the community of pure Islam
as they see it as barbaric and savage and something that has to be eradicated. And
this is, indeed, an extremely dangerous phenomenon. And it's--I think it is a
revolutionary movement. I don't think solving the Palestinian problem, as some
people hope, will make this problem go away. So--and we're not sanguine about
that. I don't think, even if American foreign policy were guided by sweetness, light,
and reason, that would make the problem go away either. I think the problem can
only be solved ultimately in the countries that produced this movement itself.

AJAMI: This may be an unfair question. I mean, how do you, you and Avishai--where
do you place yourselves politically in this debate about Islamism, the war on terror,
the kind of--should we use force? Where--I can't see to be--I'm not able to place
you.

BURUMA: Well, we didn't--we deliberately didn't want to make this book about
policy. So there are no policy prescriptions. And I think that politically, Avishai and I,
we don't agree about everything, and if we did, that would be dull. And he's a little
bit older than I am, so he tends to be a bit more [inaudible] than I am. And I think,
yes--I don't think we take a pacifist view of this. Both of us supported the war in
Afghanistan, thought it was--the Taliban were an absolutely legitimate target. Both
of us think that where force can be used to protect oneself against this revolutionary
movement, it should be used. But that's not to say that going to war with Iraq was
necessarily the best strategy. And so, speaking purely for myself, I have no great
moral problems with going to war in Iraq. I can see human rights reasons for it. In
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fact, I can see good reasons for it which were not necessarily those that were given
us at the time by the White House. But, if one sees this as a sort of global struggle,
not against states, but against the revolutionary movements, which may be small in
terms of numbers of people but can do huge amounts of damage because of
technology and so on, then going to war with states governed by a brutal, secular
dictatorship may not have been the right strategy to pick.

AJAMI: OK, I'm going to read you--there is a nice paragraph--I'm not that terribly
lazy, it just happens to be the best paragraph and it's on the back [cover of the
book]--[laughter]--because I want you to speak to it. I mean, really folks, I am a
professor, that's what I do for a living. So I read everything, and I wouldn't have had
that much nerve to come here unprepared. But here is something that I'd like to--I'd
like you to comment on it because it does trouble me. The story you've told in this
book is not one of a civilization at war with another. On the contrary, it's a tale of
cross-contamination, the spread of bad ideas. This could happen to us now if we fool
with the temptation to fight fire with fire--Islamism with our own forms of
intolerance. Religious authority, especially in the United States, is already having a
dangerous influence on political governance. We can't afford to close our societies as
a defense against those who have closed theirs. For then, we would all become
Occidentalists, and there would be nothing left to defend. Could you elaborate on
that?

BURUMA: When I mean fire--
AJAMI: I don't think we're fighting fire with fire.

BURUMA: Well, I don't mean by that we can't use firearms. I mean, this is obviously
a metaphor. And what I mean is that if the U.S. government, or a Western coalition,
or the U.N., or whoever it is, tries to defend itself against violent attacks from
religious or revolutionaries of this kind, retaliating with forms of violence is
legitimate. What I oppose is the idea that we are fighting for Christendom, or that
God is telling us what to do in these affairs, or that we should close our--that we
should start arresting rather arbitrarily people with Muslim names, or--

AJAMI: Are we doing this, though?
BURUMA: Well, I think it has happened, yes.

AJAMI: I live on the Upper West Side in New York, so my neighbors, as soon as they
read this, they will think "Wow, this is another beef against [U.S. Attorney General]
John Ashcroft."

BURUMA: Well, the author of a famous book on the Taliban, a friend of mine called
Ahmed Rashid, came in to the United States a year or so ago, after 9/11 of course,
and for some odd reason flew into Dallas, was immediately arrested, and put in a cell
with other people with Muslim names. He said to the local Dallas cops, "But--but--
but I have an appointment at the White House tomorrow." [Laughter.] "Yeah, yeah,"
they said. They kept him for 48 hours. This is not the way to go. I think the--

AJAMI: But that anecdote isn't how we've really conducted ourselves--[inaudible]--
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BURUMA: No, no. But the great thing about this country is its openness, and that
people always felt that the U.S. represented a hope that, if you went there, you
could live in freedom, you could make it or not make it, you could have another try. I
think this--

AJAMI: Where else would a Dutchman and a Lebanese be having this argument?

BURUMA: Precisely. Precisely. [Laughter.] And I think this is still true to some
extent. But I think that there is a danger of playing on the fear of citizens in the
United States and promulgating laws, making things more difficult for foreigners to
come here. I don't think fear is the right basis for our strategy in defending ourselves
against this extremely dangerous phenomenon. And I think there's too much of that.

I also think there's a danger of--a creeping danger of militarizing American society in
a way that is not entirely positive. I don't speak as a sort of European pacifist who
believes in a world without armies and so on. But, I think there are consequences we
should guard ourselves against, and that's not to say President [George W.] Bush is
a fascist or anything of that kind. But I don't think we should be sanguine about the
consequences in this country and other parts of the West--[inaudible.]

AJAMI: No, but I think that we jump into--we make societies equal and similar when
they're not. I mean, you're saying, for example, that we also have a problem with
religious influence on our politics. That surely isn't on the scale of this--

BURUMA: No, of course not.
AJAMI: --of this scale.

BURUMA: Of course not. Mr. Ashcroft is not Osama bin Laden, and I would never say
that he was. Of course not. It's not an argument for moral equivalence, and the Bush
administration is really on the same wavelength as al Qaeda. That would be an
absurd thing to say, even if you were being polemical. And I'm just--we are simply
trying to warn against defending ourselves against something that is lethal by doing
things that could harm us needlessly.

AJAMI: All right. Now, let me ask you--and I think this should be my last intervention
before we open it up to others. It's an affliction that we are all prone to who are--the
word suggests--I'm sorry I can't think of another word now--who are intellectuals.
And you're much more of an intellectual than I am, because--

BURUMA: Come, come.

AJAMI: --I do foreign policy, and that's not--but is this overly intellectualized. I
mean, this is what I--when I read--I mean, there is anti-Americanism. There are
these threats that are hovering out there. There is this presence, for example, of the
Islamists in Europe. I want to plug a piece I did a couple of weeks ago in The Wall
Street Journal, which I'd be more than happy to send to all of you--[laughter]--called
"The Moors' Last Laugh." "The Moors' Last Laugh." And this goes back, of course, to
1492, when [the last Moorish King of Granada] Boabdil surrendered Granada to
[Spanish King and Queen] Ferdinand and Isabella, and then, of course, he wept.
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BURUMA: A deeply sad occasion.

AJAMI: Exactly. Exactly. And, in fact, there are these threats that are very concrete,
very real. There are military threats; there are threats of insurrection; there are
threats of terror, and is this a slightly overly--is this an overly intellectualized view of
it, if you will?

BURUMA: Well, it is a book about ideas. I mean, you could also write a book about
the proper military response or the sociology of Muslim minorities in Europe. There
are all those angles that need to be explored. What we were trying to do was to take
the ideas, what is it that fires these people up intellectually in a way--

AJAMI: But did you make them sound too familiar to us, that's the question. Did you
over-Westernize them? Did you over-Westernize Mohammad Atta? Did you over-
Westernize Ayman Zawabhiri?

BURUMA: There is, of course, that danger. And if one--it's true that I think the other
extreme is something that we wish to avoid or even to oppose, which is to see these
people is simply so weird, they're beyond our understanding.

AJAMI: That's a good point. That is a good point.

BURUMA: That is--and that is something that many people, of course, do feel. And
we tried to really balance that by saying we may hate this, and it is hateful, and it is
dangerous, but it doesn't mean that it's something that's completely beyond our
understanding. And the more we understand it, the more we'll know what to do
about it.

AJAMI: Right. Now, of course, in talking about the Islamic world, you and Avishai,
you are at one disadvantage which Edward Said did not have. When Edward Said
talked about how the West sees the East, he had all Western texts available to him.
And I don't want to--I mean, I knew Edward Said, the famous remarks, I was not--I
was constantly a target of Edward Said. Edward Said had two demons: [Islam
scholar] Bernard Lewis and myself. I'm not rising to his defense, but what's
interesting, of course, he knew Western sources. Now, you and Avashi, of course,
are looking at this phenomenon to the extent that you are using Islamic material. It's
sanitized. It comes to you--you are not reading in the direct--you're not reading the
direct fatwa in Arabic. You don't really hear the lethal tones of what people are
saying. That's one of my pet grievances, by the way, about a lot of the ways we
understand or try to understand the Arabs and the Muslims. We don't really know
their languages. So they are very good at--something they're very clever at, many of
these Islamists, they're very good at something called taquiyah--dissimulation. They
speak one way to the West and one way to their own. But we can never catch them
because, of course, we have no Arabists, as such. So, in a way, there is this kind of--
when I was reading you, obviously you were sitting in on a conversation that the
Muslims were having, but you were hearing them mediated and translated to you.
Would that be fair enough?

BURUMA: That may indeed be the case. On the other hand, I don't think one may
disagree with a lot of what we've said. I don't think I accept the criticism that we're
somehow softening what the Islamists are up to, because if we weren't very
conscious of how lethal they are, we wouldn't have written the book. Because, after
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all, comparison of anything or anybody with the Nazis is usually a cheap rhetorical
trick, and one should be very careful about it. But if one even comes close to that,
then that does mean you take them very seriously indeed. And so we're not trying to
tell our readers, "Don't worry. These--they may sound bad, but, you know, they're
not so bad after all." That's really not the message that should come across.

AJAMI: Thank you. Well, I think--why don't I just open it to the rest of you. There is
enormous knowledge and interest here. And, I know everyone in the room, of
course, but it would be good when you ask the question if you could wait for the
mike, and then also introduce yourself, please. I actually do know that this is Ms.
[Mia] Bloom. Go ahead.

QUESTIONER: Hi. I was curious to what extent the antagonism from--either
emanating from the Islamic fundamentalism or from Saudi Arabia is sort of--
[inaudible]-- like an antagonism against innovation, whether you contextualize this
as the hatred of the city, as the hatred of modernity and innovation, or whether
there's something particular to, not just the West, but to the Americans'
interpretation? You know, the example you gave is the McDonaldization. That's not
necessarily just Western. That's Western--you know, that's beyond the French and
the British experience of colonialism in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia. That's
particularly American.

BURUMA: Yes. I don't think I ever used the phrase McDonaldization, or Coca-Cola-
nization. That's more Benjamin Barber's [author of "Jihad vs. McWorld: How
Globalism and Tribalism Are Reshaping the World"] territory. Well, modernity--but
it's one of those words that, like fascism, that's always been bandied about without
anybody quite knowing what it means. I mean, one of the--the book actually begins
with a description of the conference in Kyoto, in Japan, in 1942, barely a year after
Pearl Harbor, in which a lot of learned men, professors, and critics, and so on get
together to discuss the topic overcoming modernity. And, of course, by modernity,
they meant the West, to justify a program of an alternative of the sort of spiritual--a
revival of the spiritual East under the leadership of Japan. And there was no real
agreement of what they really meant by either modernity or the West. Some said
it's--called it this European thing, and talked about the Enlightenment and the
Industrial Revolution. Others talked about Americanism, which was borrowing a
German term, in fact--Amerikanismus, which was around in the '20s and '30s.
Others talked about making common cause with the Europeans against the
Americans. But it wasn't quite clear what they meant. There was certainly--there was
an--although they were sitting in Kyoto, and most of them probably lived in Tokyo,
there was a very clear animus against a certain idea of the city with a press and cafe
society, and people having different opinions.

Modernity, in the sense of technology, is not what Osama bin Laden is necessarily
entirely against, because he's a great user of modern technology, but modernity, in
the sense of a kind of society where people have freedom to make their own choices,
where they don't have to--they're not--moral or religious rules are not enforced on
them, where you can choose what to believe and so on. If that's modernity, then, of
course, they're very much against it. I don't think it's just the United States, but I
think the United States represents, in the eyes of many people, sort of the ultimate
nightmare vision of that kind of modernity, because it's, in some ways, gone further
than anywhere else in it. And because of the dominance of American popular culture,
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including junk food and that kind of thing, that has become the West in people's
minds. But, of course, that's--it's a slightly distorted vision.

AJAMI: You didn't ask me, but there's a nice little footnote here, of course. People
love--they hate America, but they hate it from Jersey City--[laughter]--and they hate
it until it's time to deport them. Then they really don't want to be deported. Some of
this--

BURUMA: Absolutely. Also the debate is false.

AJAMI: We fall for them. They tell us, "Oh, I hate the West." But you say, "All right,
it's time to go back to Cairo." "No, no, no, I love the West." I mean, it's--

BURUMA: This is one of Bernard Lewis's points. I mean, that it's the seduction of the
West which is seen as the great danger. But just one further illustration of how
modernity in the West can be used in peculiar ways: after the Russia-Japanese War
in 1905, in which the Russians were the first Western nation to be defeated in
modern history by an Asian one, [Russian author Leo] Tolstoy described it as the
defeat of an Asiatic nation by a Western one. Japan, in that war, to Tolstoy, stood for
sort of industrialization, capitalism, individualistic greed, and so on, whereas Russia
was Russia with the Asiatic soul, the soulful Russians, and so on and so forth. So, in
his eyes, it was the defeat of an Asiatic soul by Western modernity, if you like.

QUESTIONER: Marta Varela, Hunter College. I wanted to ask you about women.
Robin Morgan, the radical feminist, has had a reissue of her book, positing a
relationship between misogyny and terrorism. Also, I quote you the military
intellectual, Ralph Peters, who said that the single accomplishment of the 20th
century was the incorporation of women into the professional classes. So is your
concept of Occidentalism inclusive of this type of misogyny, which, for many of us,
stands out as one of the central reasons to oppose it?

BURUMA: Absolutely, particularly in the chapter written by my co-author on
Islamism specifically and the roots of Islamism. The position of women, of course, is
a key issue there. That kind of extreme religious intolerance--and you saw the
example in Afghanistan on the Taliban and where that can go--is, of course, utterly
hostile to women. And I think, probably, it would be true to say that all groups that
see the West in this light that we describe would not tend to be sympathetic to
feminism.

QUESTIONER: My name is Kenneth Bialkin. I get the drift about their hating us for
being the West. But there's a particular species of hatred that's especially virulent
and especially parochial to Islam, and that's anti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism is driven
primarily today by the Islamists in Europe and elsewhere. Is anti-Semitism merely a
species of what you see as the opposition to modernism, or is it a subset, or is it
something different? Or does it stand on its own base as a justification of hatred?

BURUMA: Well, I'm glad you asked that question, because I think that's an example
of something of a toxic idea that did come from the West. Islamic movements,
however radical in the past, were never particularly anti-Semitic. I mean, the Jews
and people of the book, they were second-class citizens perhaps. It was better to be
a Jew in Baghdad for most of its history than it was to be a Jew in Kassel or Warsaw.
And I think this particularly lethal kind of anti-Semitism that we see now in Islamism
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is a result of the 1930s and of World War II, when Europeans, specifically German,
anti-Semitic propaganda was picked up there.

Now, that's one--to answer your question directly, I think anti-Semitism is also a key
component of the kind of Occidentalism that we describe, because if Occidentalism is
partly the result of communities that feel humiliated by a superior power that has
claims to universal solutions--let's say Germany when they were confronted by
Napoleon's gendarme, and all of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution of
imposing standards--universal models on weaker communities. This led to, of course,
romantic notions of blood and soil and nativism. It could be harmless in the sense of
fine poems and so on, but it could also become more lethal. And who are the ones
who are usually associated with universal ideas and atomism, individualism, and so
on in the modern age, if not the Jews? Which is why, of course, the Jews were both
blamed for Bolshevism and for capitalism--both universal ideas supposedly imposed
on deep organic communities. And so I think that--and apart from that, of course,
the Jews are also associated with the wicked city, with money, with all those things.
And again, I stress we're talking about fantasies here. The average shtet/ Jew in the
19th century never saw very much money, let alone was very interested in universal
ideals. So anti-Semitism is absolutely at the core of a lot of what we describe.

QUESTIONER: My name is Henry Grunwald. First of all, I'd like to congratulate you
on the description of your chair at Bard. I think the combination of human rights,
democracy, and journalism is quite remarkable and, to me, bracing. My question is
much simpler: Is there a cure for Occidentalism and, if so, what is it?

BURUMA: That's probably the hardest question of the evening. It's very hard for the
following reason--that I think there are--at the moment, there are two main sources
of the Islamist version of Occidentalism. One is the revolutionary movement in the
Middle East itself, and there I share the analysis of some of the more thoughtful neo-
conservatives who say, ultimately, the only solution is to have open and democratic
societies there. That would, in the long run, get rid of a lot of the animus that is the
basis for this movement. The other source is the disaffected, unassimilated Muslim
minorities in Europe. And there to say, well, what they need is more open politics,
more democracy, more secularism, and so on is clearly not the solution, because it's
one of the things they're rebelling against. If you think the examples--and I once
read it, I think, in The New York Times, a very good article about two brothers of
Pakistani origin who grew up in the midlands of Britain and suddenly found--not
found themselves--suddenly were found in Afghanistan amongst the Taliban. Now,
these two boys had grown up like other British kids--taking drugs, having girlfriends,
all the rest of it--and suddenly heard the siren--not the siren call perhaps, but the
voice from the mosque, and decided they were going to embark on the holy war.
Now, in a way, to say what they needed was more democracy, secularism, and
openness is not the answer, because they wanted somebody to tell them what was
good and what was evil, and what was a higher cause to sacrifice your life for, and
all these things which democracy is not very good at dealing with. After all,
democracy does not pretend to give us the meaning of life or give us a higher cause
to sacrifice our life for, or anything like that. And there the problem is how to
assimilate these minorities, make them feel that they are part of the societies where
they are born and bred in, and without necessarily making them feel like they've lost
the culture of their parents, although, to some degree, that is an inevitable
consequence of emigration.
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So, I think I would say the solution--it will have to be political eventually. It will have
to mean more democracy for all of us. But the problem of minorities in Europe is not
necessarily solved by that glib answer.

AJAMI: Maybe the story ends badly.
BURUMA: It could end badly.

AJAMI: Maybe we have 1.2 billion Muslims from Indonesia to Morocco. They are
overwhelmingly young. We know their birth rates. I mean, that's what Sam
Huntington's--the strongest part of his logic was the youth bulge, the youth of the
Islamic world, that it will never work out for these societies, and that maybe the
prognosis is not terribly good, because even these communities you're talking about,
the Muslims in Europe--by one reckoning, they're 15 million, but another, I think,
more accurate, 30 million--that even modern life does not tame that radicalism, that
animus that they bring. It actually even magnifies it. It was--need we say?--it was in
Hamburg.

BURUMA: Is the speaker entitled to ask a question?
AJAMI: Yes. [Laughter.]

BURUMA: I'd like to ask you a question, and I know there's not a clear answer to it.
To what extent is this a Muslim problem, and to what extent is it an Arab problem?
Because, in Indonesia, for example, the fundamentalist parties lost heavily in the
elections. So I don't think that there's a huge potential for a religious revolution in
Indonesia. In Iran, I doubt if there's a lot of animus any more, or enthusiasm for
further religious revolution. I mean, they've shut their world in a way, and the clerics
are deeply unpopular. In Malaysia, there's no revolution at hand. So, it could be that
there's an Arab problem.

AJAMI: You're absolutely right. That's why I once wrote the book called "The Arab
Predicament" when I was much younger. And, of course, we know that--I mean,
you're absolutely right. The 19 [hijackers] who flew into the [World Trade Center]
towers and crashed into the Pentagon were not Afghans or Pakistanis. They were
Arabs. And one of the reasons we went to Iraq on that expedition, whatever one
thinks of it, was directly and indirectly motivated by this reckoning that they were
Arabs, that there is a particularly Arab problem. And when you try to even slice it
thinner, that it's a particularly Egyptian and Saudi problem. And there may be an
interesting analysis of this. So, it is an Arab malady. But given the influence of the
Arabs in the Islamic world, if you will, and their strategic location and their mastery--
because the text is theirs--that's--it's really the text is theirs, then it does have these
reverberations. But you're absolutely on the mark.

In the back, just to make sure that we're covering all geographies.

QUESTIONER: I'm David Braunschvig. You have two passing allusions to Turkey in

your book. The last one is on the last page where you cite the Turkish experiment as
one well worth noting--and perhaps linked to your statement on Arab versus Islamic.
I'm curious to have your view on that experiment. Is it promising? Is it likely to yield
even stronger antagonism? Is it something that will be ultimately challenged? And, is
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it indeed the case that Islam is not--[inaudible]--and, in that sense, something that
is different from your discussion and analysis of Islamist totalitarianism?

BURUMA: Well, by the experiment, we meant, of course, an Islamic party being
elected and being in government. And I do think, probably, in the process, if it's
going to work at all, of democratization of societies with Muslim majorities, it
probably--it will be most effective if Muslims can actually be part of the political or
democratic process as Muslims, and therefore have parties that represent them as
Muslim parties. I see nothing wrong with that. In the same way that in my native
country--and it is not longer true now--but when religion was really the main thing
that identified people--not only religion, but the different sects of Protestantism and
Catholicism--everything in Dutch society is organized along these religious lines,
whether it was broadcasting companies for radio or football clubs or political parties.
They all have--they were formed around their religious denominations. And that
actually kept people from going at each other's throats, in that they had democratic,
political representation of their--by parties that shared their religious beliefs. And I
think that may be the most effective way to make democracy work.

And, I think, the other Turkish experiment, which is sometimes hailed by people as a
wonderful thing--namely that of [founder of the secular Turkish Republic Kemal]
Ataturk, or in Persia by [Mohammad] Reza Shah [Pahlavi]--of forcing modernity on
people by seeing everything that's traditional or religious as somehow backward and
therefore has to be eradicated, I think that's the wrong way to go, because that
really sowed the seeds of a lot of the extremism that we see today.

AJAMI: While the mike is coming, I just want to record my strong objection to this
one, because I'm a devoted Kemalist. I very much believe Ataturk was right. And
when Ataturk said, "For the people, despite the people," that was great. [Laughter.]
You know, it's a governing method I think we should all try. I think Ataturk
understood that if you fall through Islam, you fall through a trap door. And, in fact, I
think the journey out of Islam that Ataturk did was brilliant. And to the extent that
the Muslim world now has forgotten this, I think it's really--they will pay dearly for it.
Sorry.

QUESTIONER: [Inaudible.] The president of the World Bank was quoted this morning
in the press to the effect that the world spends 900 billion [dollars] a year on
armament and 300 billion [dollars] a year on subsidizing very wealthy farmers and
$56 billion a year on development, and that if we reversed those nhumbers, that
would be the best way to take care of terrorism. Is the solution in that direction, or is
it in the political area such as with growing support in the Muslim/Arab world to the
monarchies and the dictatorships, democracies, such as we have in Egypt?

BURUMA: These are all policy questions of which I was rather afraid, but I suppose I
should have expected them here.

AJAMI: We're all like policy fanatics here. [Laughter.]

BURUMA: I do think--are lower military budgets the way to fight terrorism? Well, I
don't think--lower military budgets may be a good thing in itself, but I don't think
that that would necessarily help us in our struggle against terrorism. Supporting the
regimes that are most hated by the religious extremists--there is certainly something
to be done, and I think we have been under the illusion--or we--I don't speak as the
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magisterial we here, but the people who govern us--have often been under the
illusion, I think, that if only we sell enough arms to the Egyptians or others,
somehow we have tremendous leverage, and they'll do what we tell them to do. I
think that is an illusion, and people happily get the arms and still do whatever they
want to do. And so there must be some way of keeping a greater distance from
regimes that do inflame these passions. And there, I think, the policy should be
rethought.

AJAMI: To follow on that point--I mean, I know you don't want to wade into policy,
but let me try my luck. Now, we invest $2 billion a year in the Egyptian regime. And
in Egypt, the political life has been simplified by this man, this officer, Mubarak, and
it's the Islamist and the regime. So we've invested now 60 billion [dollars] or so, give
or take a few billion, in the regime of Hosni Mubarak. We even gave Mubarak
recently that rarest of honors, a trip to [President Bush's] ranch in Crawford, right?
[Laughter.] Now, is the investment in that regime an investment in modernism?

BURUMA: Well, I'm skeptical about this. But then, what you just said reminded me a
bit--I mean, the Kemalist sentiment reminded me a little bit of a remark of a rather
disgusting man in Poland, Jerzy Urban, who used to be the spokesman, I think, for
the last communist government and now makes money on soft porn. He once said
when he was still working--

AJAMI: I feel I'm in good company. [Laughter.]

BURUMA: And he once said, when he was asked why he could possibly support the
communist regime--work for the communist regime, especially after 1981 and
Solidarity [Polish trade union movement], and he said, "Well--" he said, "it's either
communism or it's the Black Madonna of Czestochowa." [Laughter.]

AJAMI: Right.

BURUMA: And it's not really the either-or. It doesn't have to be. It's not Muslim
fanaticism or the strongman in the military uniform. I think bringing Islam into the
democratic process will neutralize those elements that both you and I abhor. And I
think maybe that's where we differ, but more policy.

QUESTIONER: [Inaudible]--I wonder if, in your analysis, there's room for another,
what I consider, seminal idea, that the cause of the Occidentalism lies in the
increasing rate of social change which is generated in the West and which affects all
underdeveloped countries equally, so to speak, and that explains why, in response to
that great wave of technological innovation, people are recoiling, and some of them
are recoiling violently?

BURUMA: Well, yes. Again, I'm a bit skeptical about that, because this sort of
enormous social change, which is undoubtedly a fact and pushed along by global
corporate capitalism--all these things we know about--if that were the real or the
main source of suicide bombers and religious extremism and so on, you would
expect it to happen in Bangkok and Shanghai and Seoul and places like that. And it
doesn't happen there. It happens in places which are actually much slower to
change, and backward in these things. The influence of McDonald's and IBM in places
like Kabul is very limited--or Riyadh for that matter. And so, I'm not so convinced by
that argument. And it--possibly in Egypt there is more of that sort of thing. And,
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again, the traditional mixture of the sort of lumpenproletariat of unemployed,
educated people hanging around with too much time on their hands and poor people
can be very lethal. And I think there is a lot of that in the Middle East. But I don't
think you can really blame it on global capitalism or social change engendered by
Hollywood culture or anything like that. I think it's a little bit of a red herring.

QUESTIONER: Yes, Gary Rosen from Commentary magazine. We started with
Edward Said, and I thought we might come back a little bit. I noticed that his name
appeared nowhere on the book but in the jacket cover. And I'm wondering if you
might want to speculate about what he would have thought of this book, and
whether he might have considered it another instance of Orientalism, a kind of
rhetoric and approach to the East that justified and perhaps even invited Western
control and domination.

BURUMA: I fear he might have jumped to that conclusion without having read the
book. [Laughter.]

AJAMI: Also, his response, since I was a victim of many of his attacks, would have
been unprintable. [Laughter.]

QUESTIONER: Gary Sick. Edward Said--the power of what Edward Said offered was
his percu, that he saw something that other people didn't see. And it seems to me
that basically, as time went on--and the fact that Bernard Lewis and Fouad Ajami
became bete noire for him was not so much that this was a concept or an idea, but
that it was something that was, in fact, being listened to in the halls of power, that
this was being translated into policy and into institutions and into approaches,
attitudes toward another part of the world. And I wonder if you see in this--because I
think it's crucial--if Occidentalism as a concept, as an idea, is simply isolated in
certain very poor places, or whether it also has a transmission belt that carries it into
the halls of power, and whether it's the Arab world or any of the major governments
who might, in fact, give it meaning otherwise, whether you have thought about it.

BURUMA: Yes. I mean, in the sense that Nazism, of course, did precisely that, and
became the reigning ideology of the state. Frankly, I think the likelihood of one of
these revolutions--but, again, I'd like to know what Fouad thinks--the likelihood of
these revolutions succeeding in the Middle East and actually having states run by the
likes of Osama bin Laden at the moment--the chances don't look so great, which is
maybe why they tend to lash out at America, and the West, and the Western
symbols, and so on as a kind of spasm of frustration, in a way, in the way that the
radical left in the West and in Japan in the '60s and '70s became ever more vicious in
its tactics the more marginalized they felt they were becoming. And, I think, there
may be--vicious may be the way it is right now. The problem is that small,
marginalized groups can do so much more damage than they used to be able to do.
They can also cause a great deal of political damage in the Middle East by inspiring
all kinds of people in the wider societies that are perhaps less marginal. So I don't
see it yet as, sort of, something that's going to lead to wars--well, we already have a
war between states--but is going to lead to more wars between clusters of states
against other clusters of states. I think that's unlikely. I think it is a new
phenomenon in that sense.

AJAMI: I agree with you, Ian. And, by the way, you're getting the hang of it. You
have become a policy person in the last hour--[laughter]--that we have--I mean, Ian
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is absolutely right. These Arab regimes are not going to be overthrown by these
Islamists. That's why they hit us. There is a man who was quoted--one of these
Egyptian Islamists--he lives in London of course, like all Islamists, good Islamists live
in London, of course. And he says, "The Arab world grew dangerous to me. I came to
London"--right? So, in fact, we are their target, because they cannot defeat
Mubarak. They can't really defeat the House of Saud. And the lesson of these
dictatorial, despotic governments in the Arab world is that they will win--in a
showdown with the Islamists, they will win. All the Syrian Islamists are in Europe.
Why? Because [former Syrian President] Hafez Assad destroyed everything. He
devoured the green and the dry. And you're absolutely right. I mean, the decision to
head West, to fly West, was a recognition of that cruel balance of force between the
regime and the Islamists. I think we've come--there's one more question which we
will--by all means, please. There you go.

QUESTIONER: David Speedie, Carnegie Corporation. Dr. Buruma, I'd like to press
you a little bit more on the issue this gentleman raised on global capital spread,
because my question was also about globalization. It's not specifically covered in
your book, but it so happens that yesterday, in this very building, one of the main
contemporary proponents for globalization defended the phenomenon on largely
economic and material grounds. Most of the discussion--hardly any of the questions-
-were on spiritual and moral questions. You do, in your book, refer in the Occidental
city discussion to the disenfranchised youth lying around in Western-style clothing
and fast food and so on, and at the other end of the spectrum, the elite feeling that
this is the new imperialism. I would argue that if globalization is inevitable, it will
carry with it this two-sided coin of humiliation. And that is, perhaps, the most
significant and disturbing phenomenon that you seem to be--where globalization and
Occidentalism may come in a sort of unhappy marriage.

AJAMI: Thank you. I had been hoping actually that we could have a whole meeting
without uttering the word globalization. My hopes have been betrayed. [Laughter.]
So with this--quick--

BURUMA: OK, a quick answer to that. I think that--I'm not sure globalization, in
itself, or global capitalism leads to humiliation. I think when it comes to societies
where, actually, a lot of people in the elite and elsewhere begin to benefit from it,
which does happen, you don't have this problem. It's in societies where they don't
benefit from it, and they usually don't benefit from it because their governments
don't allow them to benefit from it, because they are dictatorships of one kind or
another; they're anti-capitalists, very often. Those are the kind of societies where
you get this sense of humiliation, not because of the American corporations, but
because of local political conditions which make it impossible for people to benefit
from anything like that.

AJAMI: Ian, on behalf of everyone, really, I just want to thank you. [Applause.]
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