
Islamic Cultures, Developing Societies, 
Modern Thought 

Mohammed Arkoun 

They all err - Muslims, Christians, Jews and Magians 
Two make humanity's universal sect: 
One man intelligent without religion, 
And one religious without intellect. 

Abu-al-'Ala al-Ma'arri (d. 449/1057) 

Today the list of people who all err would include secularists as 
well. We are always in need of critical inquiry about the relevance, 
the usefulness, and the righteousness of our various expressions as 
members of a society, a community, a history. 

During the last twelve years, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture 
has developed and illustrated an encompassing understanding of 
the expressions of Islam in its classical age as well as in its 
contemporary trends. The ultimate goal of this endeavour has never 
been to build a model of an Islamic architecture and to impose it 
all over the Muslim world; on the contrary, the constant concern 
of so many architects, historians, social scientists, thinkers already 
involved in the Aga Khan Award for Architecture has been to 
encourage and practise a free critical inquiry on three major points: 

• the historical objective knowledge of the classical legacy of what 
is called Islamic culture and civilization, or turath in Arabic; the 
idea is not to compete with the established scholarship in this 
field, but to reflect on the relevance, the meaning, and the results 
of the continuous reference made today to this classical legacy 
as the model for the contemporary expressions of "Islam" as 
a whole (religion, culture, civilization). 

• the dominant forces, models, conceptions, achievements which 
are actually at work and are spread today throughout all Muslim 
societies and which are not related at all to the claimed ideal model; 
in other words, the built environment and the cultural expressions 
of "Islam" are subjected to an irresistible process of deterioration, 
disintegration, destruction. 

• the identification of new ways, new methodologies, new 
conceptions, new tools, to provide for an enabling culture and 
thought that would stop the process of rupture with the classical 
legacy, would help to recognize the living tradition, and, at the 
same time, would contribute to the invention of modernity in 
Muslim societies. 
This approach, including a long-term historical perspective and 

a free but critical acceptance of all the challenges of modernity, 
is probably unique as far as Muslim societies are concerned. It is 
not to be found in any known type of scholarship - Muslim or 
orientalist - in any tradition of teaching, in any private foundation 
or trend of thinking. That is why the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture is so conscious of its responsibility and so eager to 
go further in the path successfully traced over a decade. 
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To start the fifth cycle we need to strike a balance between what 
has been achieved and what must be done urgently. But, as soon 
as we raise such a question, we face one of the most recurrent and 
challenging difficulties in the contemporary evolution of the Muslim 
world as a whole: the fact that unexpected major events suddenly 
emerge and change the mental map, necessitating decision-makers 
as well as thinkers and scholars to try to insert their views on the 
present evolution. During the last twelve years I would single out 
two events on this revolutionary scale: the rise of Khomeini's power 
in Iran and the present crisis in the Gulf. If, in addition to this, 
we consider the collapse of Communist regimes, the rapid 
reunification of Germany, and the 1993 horizon of Europe, we face 
the urgent necessity to consider the discourse on the rich tradition 
and the brilliant civilization of "Islam" in the light of the shock 
of the future. 

How are Muslim societies going to express themselves during the 
next decade? In which international "order", in which intellectual 
and cultural context, will the various expressions of different societies 
take place? What is the future course of the struggle between "Islam" 
and the "West" that has been going on since the nineteenth century, 
or even since the competition between Byzance and "Islam", between 
Western Christianity and "Islam"? 

These questions are in order because of the Western mass media. 
They affect daily the representations of "Islam", "Arabs", in the 
collective Western consciousness. On the other hand, millions of 
Muslims are developing also a strong ideological vision (imaginaire) 
with regard to the West. Is there any way, any possibility, of 
conceiving an architectural and urban expression of Muslim societies 
outside this constraining context of mutual exclusion, militant 
ideologies, explicit strategies of domination? 

Let us try a clarification of these issues, the aim of our endeavour 
being to enlarge and protect the range of freedom for the sake of 
a more efficient creativity in the contemporary expressions of 
"Islam". We will start with a new elaboration of the concept of 
"Islam". We will then examine its main expressions during the last 
forty years, thus enabling us to trace some potential directions of 
implementation in the next decade. 

1. The Concept of Islam: Attempt at a Reappraisal 
We can no longer use the word "Islam" without quotation marks. 

It has been so misused and distorted by the media, Muslims 
themselves, and political scientists that we need a radical reworking 
of the concept. We have to wrest a modern critical definition of 
Islam from the ideological and mythological interpretations imposed 
by political Muslim movements and promoted further by Western 
militant forces. 
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The main distortions are due to Muslims themselves. The critical 
scientific approach to religion as a universal phenomenon has been 
practically ignored in Islamic thought since Shahrastani (d. 548/1153), 
the famous author of the Book of Religions and Sects. 1 Shahrastani 
was open to other religions, but he looked at them from the dogmatic 
concept of Islam as the true religion (religio vera in Christian 
theology). This attitude was commonly shared during medieval times 
by all Jewish, Christian, and Muslim thinkers and scholars. Whereas 
in Europe the scientific interpretation of religion in a secularized 
context started in the sixteenth century with the Lutheran Reform 
and the Renaissance, in all Muslim societies a scholastic, redundant, 
rigid "orthodoxy" imposed an increasingly narrow vision of Islam 
itself. I mean that the pluralist, liberal expressions of Islam from 
the many competing schools which flourished from the first to the 
sixth centuries (seventh to twelfth centuries, C.E.) have been 
forgotten, eliminated in each country through the pressure of one 
official school of Law. Today, when Muslims claim to restore the 
"authentic", "original" Islam, they all actually refer to a monolithic, 
impoverished, narrower Islam, cut off from the rich intellectual 
debates among powerful thinkers during the classical period. 

This historical fact is quietly ignored by the overwhelming majority 
of architects and planners who claim to rehabilitate, preserve, restore, 
or create an architecture, an urban environment, "in the spirit of 
Islam" . My point is not that they should go back to classical Islamic 
culture and thought and re-create the medieval context in our modern 
world. The issue is not at all the current opposition between 
Modernity and Tradition with its nostalgic discourse on the lost 
beauty and grandeur of "Islamic Civilization". On the contrary, 
we have to recognize that the classical expressions of Islam cannot 
be repeated today. This is a structural impossibility because all the 
semiological systems through which these expressions - in 
architecture, urbanism, painting, music, sculpture, literature, 
theology, law, crafts, costumes, festivals - have been conceived 
and delivered are either destroyed or have disintegrated in 
contemporary societies. 

Confining ourselves to Islam as a religion, we must go further 
in this semiological statement: the exegesis of the Quran itself, the 
interpretation of Law, the understanding of the traditions of the 
Prophet (Hadith), not to mention the theological and juridical systems 
elaborated during the classical period, have no longer an intellectual 
relevance to the modern scientific context. This contention will 
certainly hurt the "fundamentalists" who are, sociologically, the 
majority of Muslims today. This is the biggest practical difficulty 
we presently face, even in the context of the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture. Let me explain very carefully how delicate is the issue 
and how urgent is a solution for an effective emancipation of Islamic 
thought and creativity. 
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The expressions of Islam over the last twenty years (a period 
marked by the death of Nasser on 28 September 1970, the beginning 
of Sadat's so-called InJitah [ouverture] politics, and Khomeini's 
revolution in 1979) have been dominated by two forces: (1) the State
Nation-Party, which monopolized everywhere the ideological control 
of all kinds of expressions: cultural, intellectual, artistic, architectural, 
urban, agricultural, religious; (2) the civil society, which is strictly 
controlled by the State-Nation-Party and looks for devices to contest 
the legitimacy of this control and to conquer some space for its 
own expressions. 

This is an opposition between the State with its army, police, 
media network, and technocratic administration and the civil society, 
who have been deprived of democratic participation in political, 
economic, and cultural arenas. In the struggle between these two 
forces religion plays a major role. It is the source of legitimacy for 
the political order -that is why the State controls religious 
expressions through a Ministry of Religious Affairs (or other official 
bodies) - and the civil society uses the teachings of religion on 
justice, brotherhood, human rights, to point to the tyranny of the 
State. Both forces compete, for example, in building new mosques, 
in promoting religious schools and education, in organizing meetings 
and conferences. Both are eager to control the symbolic capital for 
opposite reasons: the State wants to consolidate its legitimacy; the 
civil society seeks emancipation, security, a just distribution of 
resources. 

This ideological competition has led to the most visible and 
impressive expressions of Islam during the last twenty years. A great 
number of mosques are being built by states, villages, private 
sponsors, associations, municipalities. The style, the quality, the 
size of each mosque, as well as its integration into the built 
environment, its functions, its success, or its failure, are determined 
by changing factors and programmes. A small association, a rich 
patron, a rural village, an uprooted popUlist group in a large city 
have different cultural references, particular needs, specific goals, 
which affect not only the building as a piece of architecture, but 
the expression of the faith itself. I shall come back to this important 
point when I shall deal with populism. 

The example of mosques shows clearly how a religion is shaped, 
used, even manipulated by society, even though the traditional 
conception maintains that it is religion that shapes society and 
commands its history. In a theoretical discussion on the origin, the 
nature, the functions of religion in general, two opposite positions 
are still claimed by scientists: positivists on one side, orthodox 
believers on the other. Of course, the majority of Muslims do not 
enter into this discussion; the theory of religion in the perspective 
of a philosophy of religion is still unthinkable for conservative 
Muslims. 
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This does not change the fact that Islam, like any other religion, 
is changing under the pressure of secularizing forces introduced with 
industrialization, urbanization, a modern economic system of 
production and exchange, banking, scientific teaching, the transfer 
of Western juridical codes, migration from rural areas to cities, 
democratization, the move from popular to populist culture and 
organization. "Islam" becomes a language which legitimizes secu
larization in practice, while condemning and rejecting it in theory. 
When sermons in the mosques deal with political and economic 
issues, instead of explaining how to incarnate spiritual values in 
a materialistic civilization, they contribute to the strong trend leading 
Muslims to secularize religion, while at the same time being against 
secularism. 

Can one assert that in the beginning Islam was more clearly oriented 
towards spirituality, divine experience, faith in God and Revelation 
according to the teachings of the Quran, or was it, as today, mixed 
with mundane activities, profane life, political struggle? Again, the 
answer of the traditional believer is that Islam, from its very birth, 
was and remains the true transcendent religion revealed by God; 
the critical scientist, on the contrary, claims that all religions, even 
as they emerge, are a mixture of spiritual experience and ideological 
elaborations produced and used by social agents for their own 
purposes. The ideological elements are continuously changing with 
the social, cultural, political context, whereas the spiritual ethos is 
preserved and operates over generations. 

In fact, we do not have the choice of relying on one theory rather 
than on the other. Today, as we said, spirituality is marginalized 
and presented as a purely subjective claim; religion is cut off from 
its origins, its great thinkers, those who would defend it against 
the attempt to transform it into a weapon, a springboard for personal, 
profane ambitions. There is a literary genre devoted to this opposition 
between the "authentic", "original" faith, the "true religion", and 
the "wrong" interpretations, the "bad" use made of religion. I 
am not at all repeating this preaching, moralizing discourse; my 
concern is to introduce into contemporary Islamic thought a 
historical, sociological, psychological approach to religion as a 
complex phenomenon subjected to the creative, changing initiatives 
of what in sociology is called social agents. This concept is neutral; 
it can refer to all kinds of behaviour, all initiatives of each individual 
in the society in which he lives, whereas if we say believer, we refer 
only to a specific social agent with a specific behaviour related to 
his own understanding of religion. 

Only with this pluralistic, flexible, open approach to religion, can 
we identify and explain the changing expressions of Islam throughout 
history, as well as in each society considered in a given period of 
its evolution. Expressions of Islam are not the same in Indonesia, 
Morocco, Senegal, or France. They also change in the same society: 
Islam does not have the same expression among contemporary 
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Moroccans or Egyptians as it did among those of the tenth or 
sixteenth century. One may object that the Five Pillars - shahada, 
prayer, zakat, fasting, pilgrimage- are the same for all Muslims 
and that this is the unchanging core of Islam. Yes, this is the ritual 
expression of worship according to Islam. But worship is the common 
element for all religions; the ritual gestures can themselves be traced 
back historically to various rituals in ancient India, Iran, the Near 
East, the Mediterranean. 

According to this historical perspective, all the other expressions 
currently qualified as "Islamic" or "Muslim" should be first 
described as cultural and interpreted through a large anthropological 
vision going from the local to the global, and vice versa, from the 
global to the local. 

Let us take an example to establish this important methodological 
argument. Privacy is currently used as a constraining "Islamic" 
reference in designing a house, in tracing the streets in a city, to 
avoid any contact of women with public spaces. We know how many 
architects obey rich sponsors who impose dogmatic norms labelled 
as "Islamic". This happens especially when architects are non
Muslims: they do not dare to discuss the Islamic character of the 
demands presented by "Muslims". Actually the concept of privacy 
goes back far before the emergence of Islam. In the Mediterranean 
area it is linked to the climate more than to any religious teaching, 
but Christian conceptions of chastity and ancient customs relating 
sexuality to the' 'honour" of the family and the clan have also created 
and generalized a "religious" mentality, which has been substituted 
as a constraining norm for the ecological reality. 

Many examples like this can be given not only in architecture 
and urbanism, but also in literature, philosophy, fashion in dress, 
food prohibitions, music, dance, agricultural customs, and even 
signals such as beards, moustaches, short or long hair, etc. In France, 
during November-December 1989 a very strange conflict concerning 
the so-called Islamic scarf emerged and mobilized all members of 
the French government. A passionate polemic between famous 
intellectuals, politicians, and religious authorities revealed a total 
confusion between symbols, signs, and signals as fundamental 
elements used in all societies to express changing messages through 
changing semiological systems. 

The same confusion occurs constantly in our discussions in all 
the seminars organized by the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. 
It reveals a cultural and psychological boundary separating, even 
in our so-called "modern" time, what I call the thinkable and the 
unthinkable. A semiological and anthropological approach to all 
levels of expression in a given society - religious, cultural, moral, 
aesthetic, juridical - is still unthinkable even for many people trained 
in institutes of higher education and universities. Can we imagine 
a surgeon operating with tools used in the tenth or twelfth century? 
Concepts are the tools of social scientists but the inherited concepts 
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regarding religion and philosophy going back to medieval times are 
still used by many scholars, not only by other people. We still use 
the dualist framework opposing spiritual to temporal, rational to 
irrational, reason to faith, secular to religious, sacred to profane, 
nature to culture, tradition to modernity, etc. 

The mental boundary just mentioned can also be illustrated by 
all the commentaries, interpretations, and polemic discourses 
emanating from the West since 2 August 1990, the beginning of 
the Gulf Crisis. How are Islam and Arabs represented in the West 
and how is the West represented in Arab countries? 

Nevertheless, we must cross the boundary to make thinkable the 
yet unthinkable for the majority of people. We need, as I said, to 
enable Muslim societies to express themselves during the next decade, 
not in the ideological style imposed on them by Western hegemony 
in the economic, cultural, technological domains, but in a spirit 
of intellectual and scientific responsibility, with Islam as the dominant 
issue for everyone. 

2. Expressions of "Islam" 
I shall not insist on architectural and urban expressions because 

this is done frequently by architects and planners with their own 
style and concerns. I need only point out once again that in this 
context, references to "Islam" should take into account all that 
I have just said concerning semiological, anthropological, 
sociological, and psychological approaches. A good example of some 
architects' confusion is the Hajj Terminal in Jeddah. I remember 
the discussion among members of the Master Jury about the tent 
form as being Islamic or rather an adapted response of Bedouins 
to the ecological constraints of the desert long before Islam. 

Apart from architecture and urbanism, the expressions of Islam 
in the last forty years can be related to the following fields: 

• Ritual expressions: religious obligations; festivals; local worship, 
saints, pilgrimages; celebrations and ceremonies of birth, marriage, 
death; hospitality; division of space and time into sacred and 
profane. 

• Ecological expressions: geography of the sacred; relation to nature 
to the universe; moon, sun, mountains, rain, land; the concept 
of creation applied to all beings (many verses in the Quran deal 
with natural beings as created beings); here, we discover a radical 
change in our look at beings and at the Universe due to scientific 
explanations and methodology. 

• Artistic expressions: prohibited arts (painting, sculpture, theatre, 
music, dance) are now practised as secular expressions; licit arts 
of arabesques, calligraphy, illuminated design; intoned Quran. 
It is important to notice how the illicit arts are now successful 
and contribute to the secularization of the cultural life. 

55 



Expressions of Islam in Buildings 

56 

• Semiological expressions: costumes, gestures, body attitudes, 
furniture, cooking, smells, spices, jewellery. How do religious 
beliefs affect all these cultural expressions? 

• Literary expressions: poetry, novels, short stories; movies are still 
controlled by "orthodox" authorities, but have long contributed 
to the movement of secularization as, for example, in the case 
of the Salman Rushdie affair and novels of Nagib Mahfuz. 

• Didactic expressions: religious schools and universities; faculties 
of theology; teaching of religion in public schools. 

• Intellectual expressions: essays, scholarship, seminars, conferences, 
journals; an enormous literature generally devoid of modern 
criticism and dominated by an apologetic spirit. 

• Juridical expressions: these are a part of intellectual expressions, 
but the struggle to restore the shari'a, religious law, requires a 
special activity linked to political issues and life. 

• Political expressions: this is the most visible and effective aspect 
of all the expressions of Islam especially since the triumph of 
the Iranian revolution, called the Islamic Revolution. All the other 
expressions are more or less affected by political priorities. For 
this reason, we prefer always to write "Islam" with quotation 
marks; it is now difficult to isolate a spiritual content from the 
politicized Islam. 

This enumeration gives an idea of the variety of fields which require 
scientific exploration but it is methodologically unsatisfactory. There 
are many links among the types enumerated and we need, above 
all, to understand how the combination of these expressions creates 
a climate, a whole context of life, shaping the sensibility of each 
individual brought up in this sphere certified as Islamic, while an 
analysis of each expression shows a constant interference between 
the religious and the secular, the sacred and the profane. Only the 
ritual expressions have a good degree of autonomy; the rest are 
invaded by secular forces which are not themselves totally free from 
symbolic concerns. This means that we need to rethink and re-evaluate 
the fields of the religious, the secular, the political, the intellectual. 

We are used to repeating and to hearing that "Islam" does not 
make any distinction between religion and politics, religious and 
secular. It is claimed by all Islamist movements that Islam is religion, 
state, and earthly life: Din, Dawla, Dunya. This is true as long as 
we refuse to submit to scientific analysis all the types of expressions 
listed. If we undertake this analysis, we discover that the proposition: 
"Islam is Din, Dawla, Dunya", is a mere slogan to mobilize the 
masses for political struggle. 

We must deepen our interpretation and start from the radical 
notions common to all types of expression. I mean the positive reality 
on one side, and the semiotic elements used to express the changing 
perceptions of this positive reality on the other; the semiotic elements 
being: symbols, signs, signals. To this, we need to add the 
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anthropological categories of the sacred, the profane, the rational, 
the visionary, the mythical, and the historical. 

It would be a very long and complicated exercise if we were to 
give a detailed study of these elements and categories. But we must 
accept, especially in the context of the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture, that all our endeavour to elucidate the problems of 
contemporary Muslim societies through architecture, depends, for 
its success, on acceptable and usable answers to the questions and 
notions mentioned. Without these answers we may rely on or even 
use, the slogans, the confusing "explanations", the dogmatic 
statements, imposed on us by the dominant "Islamic" discourse; 
there is also the danger of referring only to the literature known 
as "classical Islamology" (lslamwissenscha/t). The scientific 
reliability of this literature is discussed among specialists and one 
has to be careful about each reference.2 

3. Islam in the Next Decade 
Whatever has been the real impact of "Islam" on the different 

fields of expression during the last thirty years, there is no doubt 
that a big change will take place in the next decade. The secularist 
trend will not only be predominant; but one can predict that it will 
be expressed more explicitly, more independently of the religious 
vocabulary. The ideological contention that Islam will resist 
modernism more successfully than Christianity has is already 
inconsistent with the recent evolution. 

The fact is that intellectual and scientific expressions of Islamic 
thought is sti11limited to a few books published by isolated scholars, 
Muslims and non-Muslims. Ancient texts written by great classical 
thinkers are edited but not yet studied with the new scientific tools 
and methodologies I have mentioned. A renowned German scholar, 
J. van Ess, has just finished a monumental history of Islamic theology 
during the first period of its development (first to third centuries, 
seventh to ninth centuries, C.E.). This work will certainly change 
our view and our interpretations of the initial elaborations of Islam 
as a religion, a tradition of thought, a law; it will impose on Muslims 
historicity as a dimension of religion which is currently represented 
as a transcendent and unchangeable teaching. This intellectual event 
was similarly imposed on Christian thought by historians in the 
nineteenth century. It was the modernist crisis in Christianity; 
Christian theologians rejected the historicity of the revelation of 
faith and of dogmatic beliefs just as Muslims are rejecting it today. 
Through passionate debates between theologians and historians, 
philosophers and sociologists, Christian thought became more and 
more open to modernity and had to integrate historicity as a 
dimension of all human activities and ideas. A critique of theological 
reason nevertheless took a long time, even in Christianity, to be 
tolerated by the official orthodoxy. This struggle is intellectual; one 
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can consider that it is not finished even in Western societies where 
secularism is so widely accepted that scholarship has been developed 
outside the control of the Church. 

In Muslim societies today the sociological context of the same 
intellectual struggle is characterized by three major negative driving 
forces: the State-Nation-Party; populism; international strategies for 
geopolitical control. 

These three forces can be in themselves the subject of three 
comprehensive books. They have determined the evolution of Muslim 
societies in the last thirty years. They will still playa determinant 
role in the next decade. I shall limit any analysis here to the most 
visible facts. 

The State-Nation-Party 
This encompassing concept, assembling in one combination three 

notions which should be distinguished, is the product of a historical 
and sociological necessity after 1945. 

The first historical necessity is the struggle for independence. All 
Muslim countries have been colonized directly or indirectly by 
Western powers; an ideology of liberation has been developed and 
spread, leading to the emergence of leaders who assumed historical 
dimensions like Sukarno, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Nasser, Bourguiba, 
Allal aI-Farsi, Ben Bella, Boumediene, Khomeini, and now Saddam 
Hussein. 

The core of this ideology, which features in all the leaders' 
discourse, is that each colonized entity is a nation whose identity 
has been impaired by the colonial system and must, therefore, be 
restored under the leadership of a state incarnating the values, the 
authenticity, the historical personality of the nation. The State itself 
is, in fact, run by one historical leader assisted by a "central 
committee" or a "political bureau" on the model of a "democratic 
popular republic" which does not tolerate more than one party. 
That is why we have an ideological pack of strategies, organizations, 
manipulations, "values" suggested with my graphic presentation 
in the formula State-Nation-Party. 

The more the State claims to incarnate the true nation and to 
build it through a national effort conducted by a devoted, militant, 
illuminated-illuminating party, the more a gap between the ideological 
State and the civil society (different from the postulated nation) 
is deepened. During the Gulf Crisis, it was clear that civil societies 
(called sha 'b, "people", in Arabic) had positions different from 
the official ones taken by the states. In fact, the cleavage goes back 
far into the past and is included in the origins of the new states 
that emerged through wars of liberation and were established to 
run the "construction of each nation". 

Democratic experiences have been tolerated for the last two or 
three years in some countries. The example of Algeria since the revolt 
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of October 1988 is very illuminating on the responsibilities of the 
State-Nation-Party over thirty years. Other examples could be 
considered. 

Populism 
This has been the most powerful and overwhelming driving force 

in all so-called Muslim societies since the late fifties. It is related 
to the demographic phenomenon, combined with the State-Nation
Party and international strategies for economic conquest of the best 
markets. 

Since 1960, for the first time in their history, all Muslim societies 
from Indonesia to Morocco have had their population at least 
doubled, tripled in some cases. In Algeria and Morocco, more than 
65 percent of the population is less than thirty years old. This is 
an enormous force, generating dangerous situations and presenting 
a number of challenges not yet correctly analyzed and faced. 

As far as contemporary expressions of Islam, one may state that 
populism had and will have in the next decade a most decisive impact. 
How can this be explained? 

As described by one of the numerous official texts produced by 
successive F.L.N. congresses in Algeria, the ideal citizen is as follows: 

"La politique d'education et de formation doit etre fondee sur 
les principes ideologiques suivants: ... l'education religieuse doit 
preparer les generations futures a la connaissance complete et juste 
de l'Islam dans ses deux dimensions, religieuse et civilisatrice, etant 
donne que l'Islam est l'une des composantes fondamentales de notre 
personnalite civilisatrice et qu'il est la religion de la lutte, de la rigueur, 
de la justice et de l'egalite. Cette education a pour mission d'expliquer 
les raisons profondes du dec1in du monde musulman qui se doit 
de depasser la phase du reformisme pour rentrer de plein-pied dans 
la Revolution sociale."3 

This text is difficult to translate into English because it is typical 
of the empty rhetoric of "revolutionary" discourse used by the 
militants in charge of the' 'revolutionary legacy". We shall see how 
it corresponds to the populist vision (imaginaire) and how it will 
generate a devastating ideology called the "return to Islam", or 
the restoration of Islamic Law, or, more officially, the Islamic Front 
for Salvation. Of course, I would not insist on this quotation if 
not for the fact that it brings out the permanent structuring images 
of the worldwide so-called Islamic vision (imaginaire). 

To provide another illuminating example of the manifestations 
of the populist vision, which can be also found in Egypt, Syria, 
Pakistan, Iran. This is the story of the chapel in Khroub, a small 
rural village sixteen kilometres south of Constantine, Algeria. As 
in many colonial villages, the chapel was built by French Christians 
before independence, and, as in many cases, "revolutionary" 
militants wanted to destroy all "symbols" of colonialism, regardless 
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of the religious expression of some of them. Actually, rich religious 
symbols became, in the context of the nationalist ideology, intolerable 
signals of the colonial system. In the beginning of 1976, a young 
member of the National Union of Algerian Youth (UNJA) destroyed 
the cross of the chapel in the presence of a crowded, happy, 
enthusiastic assembly. The chapel, nevertheless, was preserved and 
used as a shelter for victims of natural disasters (violent storms, 
hard winters) until 1986. In February 1986, a decision was made 
to transform the chapel into a public library with a cultural centre. 
A part of the chapel was demolished to enlarge the building. Once 
the new building was completed, so-called mujahidin (fighters for 
independence; in fact young members of the local F.L.N. branch 
who had never participated in the Independence War but who bid 
higher and higher to show their nationalist devotion) imposed the 
necessity of totally sweeping away the remnants of colonialism and 
setting up in the place a stele for the martyrs of independence. What 
had been a charming shaded garden was destroyed and in December 
1986 the stele without any architectural style like many others, all 
over the country - pure signals of devastating ideology - was 
officially inaugurated in Khroub.4 

As we see, aggression against the built environment has been 
perpetrated many years after independence (1962) by young 
generations corresponding to the aforementioned demographic wave. 
The young militants did not participate in the historical consciousness 
of the true mujahidin, nor did they have any understanding of the 
new needs and aspirations of the transformed Algerian society. 

The populist phenomenon contributes precisely to the continuous 
deterioration by dogmatic, bureaucratic militants of the built en
vironment, as well as to the disintegration of the traditional, strong, 
efficient cultural and ethical code of the rural and nomadic society, 
known as the popular, as opposed to the elitist, section of society. 
For centuries popular culture in all societies had a very efficient 
integrating role. It instilled and perpetuated ethical, aesthetic, and 
political values from which an intellectual, sophisticated, elitist, urban 
culture has always drawn its best inspiration. The distinction between 
elites and masses - Khassal'Amma or 'Awamm - has been 
commonly shared, used, and imposed in the whole Mediterranean 
area since the medieval period by Islamic as well as Christian thought. 
The reformist movement which started in the nineteenth century 
in Syria, Lebanon, Egypt has been an urban, elitist, learned, 
"orthodox" expression of Islam directly opposed to the so-called 
popular Islam, considered as superstitious, heterodox. This is a deep, 
ancient anthropological cleavage between urban and rural spaces. 

The totally new phenomenon of populism, which started to increase 
during the sixties, is tied to the collapse of urban as well as rural! 
nomadic expressions of the society as a whole. The already well
rooted urban ideology, marginalizing and disqualifying the so-called 
popular culture and political order, became more devastating when 
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the State-Nation-Party invaded by bureaucratic, disrooted militants 
imposed its decisions on the whole country and implemented its 
conceptions, borrowed from the so-called socialist model, on all 
levels, all sectors of the civil society. For example, the so-called 
"agrarian revolution" in Egypt with Nasser, Algeria with 
Boumedi~me, Tunisia with Ben Salah (immediately stopped by 
Bourguiba during the seventies) aggravated the disintegration of rural 
culture and life, the exodus of peasants and nomads to the big cities. 
In turn, their society has deteriorated, having been cut off from 
their traditional structure, culture, and political and social order. 
Populism is thus a general, invading wave affecting the sustaining 
systems of values at all levels and in all ways of expression going 
back very far into the past, very deep into the collective vision 
(imaginaire) and psyche. 

This evolution, as we see, is a complex, encompassing phenomenon 
including, of course, religion as just one factor among others affected 
in the same way by populism. It is important to notice that Islam 
is a dependent and not a leading independent force in the evolution 
we are describing. This is precisely the opposite of what we are used 
to repeating and "explaining" under the impact of the so-called 
Islamic fundamentalist discourse. 

International Strategies for Geopolitical Control 
As I am writing these lines, the Gulf Crisis has reached its climax. 

This is not the place to deal with the crisis itself, but one of the 
positive aspects of this major event is that it shows more clearly 
than any other previous confrontation what has to be described and 
criticized as the international strategies for geopolitical control. This 
expression is long, but precise. It avoids the ideological vocabulary 
still used by dominated societies - all contemporary Muslim societies 
- and it points to a decisive, not yet perceived, opposition between 
what I shall call meaning and power, or, more clearly, the values 
at stake and the strategies of power in world history after 1945. 

Which spiritual, ethical, and cultural values were really at stake 
when the Great Powers met at Yalta and divided the world, and, 
at the same time, the United Nations was created as a world assembly 
in charge of implementing peace, a political and economic order 
for all nations? 

Until the symbolic destruction of the Wall in Berlin, the Cold 
War inspired, allowed, and legitimized all kinds of "hot" conflicts 
and, beyond that, a balance based on terror, on dissuasive military 
powers. Small, underdeveloped, poor nations and ethnic groups have 
been the instruments, the mediators, the innocent victims of an 
ongoing, cynical, immoral, destructive competition between East 
and West, the communist world and the free world. The Arabic 
world linked to the Mediterranean area, to a particularly rich stock 
of religious and cultural symbols, has suffered from this wild, 
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obscure, inhuman competition since 1945. The creation of the state 
of Israel in 1948 has to be related to this competition, these pressing 
strategies for geopolitical control through the United Nations as 
well as in each country. To these devastating ideologies can also 
be attributed the Suez expedition, the 1967 War, 1973 War, and 
all the tragedies in the Middle East. But, at the same time, one 
must emphasize that Jewish history, which ended in the creation 
of the state of Israel, remains the most challenging test of what 
I call the struggle between meaning and power. Jews have suffered 
for centuries in "the name of God" under Christian and Muslim 
powers acting as well in "the name of God". But Jews never had 
a state, let alone an empire, as Christianity and Islam did. Jews 
suffered, fought, stood witness for spiritual values, for meaning 
(I do not put any value judgement on the philosophical relevance 
of this meaning; I take meaning as a psycho-social-cultural value 
inspiring individuals and communities in their choices and behaviours) 
as minorities under the domination of majorities. This special dialectic 
shaped the history of Jewish people until 1948. Because this history 
took place in the Mediterranean area, Israel as a state and Palestine 
as a people deprived of their land have become since 1948 the symbols 
of the ongoing struggle between meaning and power. I do not say 
that meaning is on one side, power on the other. The Gulf Crisis 
again presents the issue in all its intricate elements. It represents 
an overwhelming concentration of all the wars, the conflicts, the 
oppressions, and the injustice, but also includes the rich symbols, 
the precious cultural legacy, which gives to the Mediterranean area 
its very specific place in the history of civilizations, as well as in 
the geopolitical evolution imposed on the world since 1945. Atlantic 
historical solidarity has replaced the hard competition among 
European powers, especially France and Great Britain, to control 
Mediterranean countries. The expedition to punish Nasser in 1956 
was the last significant episode of that European competition, which 
was stopped and transferred thereafter to the superpowers. The 
present Gulf Crisis reveals an implicit, discrete effort towards a 
readjustment between a European view and an American ambition 
on what should be an International Order, starting with the Middle 
East. 

It is clear from the present events that the Arab world is an 
integrated part of the Mediterranean area: as a cultural legacy shared 
by Europe and as a geopolitical and economic space exploited by 
the West for its own benefit and by the elite of some Arab countries 
cut off, as we saw, from their civil societies. Khomeini, the so-called 
Islamic Revolution, Saddam Hussein, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, and 
Israel are just some of the actors and episodes of an unmastered, 
not yet objectively analyzed tragedy. With the exception of the 
dramatic destiny of some innocent hostages, the tragedy affects Arab 
people collectively, but not necessarily Arab states. On the Western 
side, the tragedy is not even presented and perceived as a collective 
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tragedy by the mass media, and, consequently, by public opinions 
shaped by the mass media and official discourse. For example, the 
expression "logic of war" used by President F. Mitterrand is received 
and accepted as relevant and unavoidable in the situation created 
in the Gulf. Only a few citizens wish to correct and balance the 
expression "logic of war" by the expression "logic of peace". A 
very strong, widespread negative image of Arabs and "Islam" is 
imposed all over the West. This is the result of a long-term process 
since 1945; it is not explained as the result of continuous action 
and reaction between the great powers and the newly independent 
states more and more separated from their civil societies. Western 
states deal with so-called independent states on an unequal basis, 
regardless of the urgent needs, expectations, attitudes of civil societies 
- or peoples - on the Third World side. States run history as 
private clubs run their own affairs; Western states are worried by 
unemployment, inflation, income, security, and comfort of the 
citizens only to win elections. Third World states, and among them 
those Arab states more strongly dependent on the West for their 
survival, are bothered by their lack of legitimacy as long as they 
remain unable to introduce an authentic democracy. 

On both sides, voices for a new cultural order, a new education 
system based on the search for a modern understanding of 
contemporary issues, for an ethical order freely accepted by people 
and not only negotiated by states, for the continuous implementation 
of a logic of peace founded on the prevailing value of the spiritual 
vocation of each person, for the respect of the natural environment 
in all parts of the earth, these voices are few, weak, isolated, scattered, 
unheard or even disdained by all the decision-makers. When and 
where democracy is totally ignored, where and when human rights 
are rejected and daily violated, where and when arrogant bureaucratic 
regimes are in power, the voices are totally silenced; they become 
Hutaf al-Samitin according to the subtle title of a book by an 
Egyptian sociologist, Sayyid 'Uways. Hutaf al-Samitin, "the 
whispering of the silenced", is actually the voice of the masses, the 
majority of people who have no access to any form, any type, any 
way of expression; not even to the official, imposed language, the 
Arabic written language mastered by the elite, but ignored by the 
masses who speak dialects unwritten and unused at school and in 
all significant official spheres of life. This same situation can also 
be found in other countries and with other languages. 

This situation may, however, change rapidly and radically in a 
very short period. New and powerful energies are ready to take over 
and to engage people in a totally new system of solidarities. This 
will depend again on the political will of all the nations assembled 
in the Gulf to impose an international order: an order based on 
an ethical authority exercised by the United Nations to help poor 
countries on their way to democracy and emancipation, or an order 
perpetuating the structural violence imposed on the world since 1945. 
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This is the radical historical option made possible by the Gulf Crisis. 
It is the honour of the Aga Khan Award to endeavour towards a 
new history by calling upon all people in all countries to work in 
the line of the logic of peace. 
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