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At the international level, we have to admit today that there
is no economic model or economic behaviour that we could
define as specifically Islamic. From Morocco to Indonesia,
all countries are bound-or tied up or suffocated-to the
dominant economic ideology that intertwines the manage-
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ment of interest with outrageous speculation. This gap that
Susan George picked out is more the rule than the exception,
and one might wonder, given the complexity of the parameters,
whether the Muslim world would have the means to propose
"something else". The countries which would have-which
would have had-the means to propose the alternative have
blindly rushed to join in the upheaval to "make more money
and faster": without regard for the people crushed to death by
this system.

As a matter of fact, it is impossible to draw a line, in term
of analysis, between "the world of Islamic practices" and its
transgressions: the connections and interactions are such that
it is the global nature of the system that one must inevitably
challenge. It is at the economic level, more than at any other
level, that the old categories of "daar al-harb" (the world of
war) and "daar ai-islam" (the world of Islam) are inherently
out-of-date and totally ineffectual. When economic practices
were limited to the local or national level and abided by the
legal framework of Nation-States, a denomination by geograph
ical space was legitimate. This is not true anymore and yet
one keeps hearing Ulama establishing distinctions between
"the two worlds" and therefore legislating on the basis of out
of-date criteria. The world has changed but their view has
remained frozen inside completely out of date realities and
value sets, with the dramatic result that their adaptation of
judicial opinions (fatawa) is preventing, in practice, the emer
gence of alternative thought.

Geography is no longer and cannot be, the criterion of
distinction between so-called Islamic and non-Islamic spaces.
Our entire vision of the world order and its logic needs to
change. Here again, one needs to go through a genuine intel
lectual revolution. In the age of globalisation, the appropri
ateness of our principles and code of ethics is no longer defined
by the geographic space but rather by the field of activity. As
regards Constitutions and rights, the Western countries guar
antee freedom of thought, worship and the prerogatives of the
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citizen, and therefore it is appropriate to define the Western
societies for Muslims as a space of testimony (dar ash
shahada). Wherever these rights are guaranteed throughout
the world, space to express the Muslim conscience becomes
a reality. But if we observe the neo-liberal system as a whole
and the logic that underlies it, we are clearly in 'alam al-harb
(the world of war) or in dar al-harb if one wants to use the old
terminology. As regards the economic system, the whole
world, either in Washington, London, Tokyo, Riyadh, Cairo,
Casablanca, Kuala Lumpur, or in Singapore, finds itself in an
age of speculation and transactions, with interest at the heart
of the most complex and sophisticated banking and financial
logics.2 We know from fact, that those practices are in total
contradiction with Islamic principles on the issue, and the
Koran revelation is explicit: whoever engages in speculation
or earns interest enters into war with the transcendent.' Do we
have the means for an alternative?

The Muslims of the West live within the heart of the system.
For decades, the Muslim communities have been tormented
by deep problems of conscience, as it is difficult to live in
industrialised societies and avoid financial operations with
interest. How to set about it? Which adaptations to propose?
Many Ulamas based in predominantly Muslim countries have
brought their contribution to the debate and the range of judi
cial opinions goes from prohibition of any involvement in the
system to taking into consideration imperatives (darura) or
needs (hajaat). A very small minority of scholars have freed
Muslims from those concerns by stating, for instance, that
bank interest is not the interest (ar-riba) mentioned in the

2. To keep assessing the «Islamic» nature of a society on the base of the imple~

mentation of a category of laws or ways of life is a lacunar and reducing
reasoning. To forget the economic management and the integration of each
country in the whole capitalist system is inconsistent. Such an approach can
only inform us on the areas where it is thought that it would be perhaps easier
to feel Muslim and to live daily one's faith. It is not always the case and the eval
uation, as regards to precisely our subject, is deficient.
3. See Koran [21278-279].
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Koran. One knows the technique that consists of changing the
name of operations or things to avoid the prohibition: thus
beer is not alcohol (al-khamr) mentioned in the Koran and so
on. Prophet's traditions warned us against this kind of proce
dure and the vast majority of Muslims doesn't follow those
opinions.

Nevertheless, in practice, they have to compromise every
day, and from prohibition to adaptation, the solutions to the
problem are far from obvious or clear. Either one continuously
refers to the alleviations offered by necessity (darura), need
(haja) and exception (istithna), or one has recourse to the
opinion of Abu Hanifa and his school of thought that had for
long time accepted the practice of interest in "dar al-harb"; or
one turns to the Islamic financial institutions based in the East
or the West to get some credit; or, finally, to avoid all the diffi
culties, one asks for the charitable support of an organisation
or wealthy individual from one of the Gulf countries. It is diffi
cult in these circumstances to live a fulfilled, independeut, and
harmonious existence: the heart torn between our principles
and the economic environment, one keeps composing and
tinkering for solutions which if they alleviate our conscience a
little, would never change neither our state nor the world.

The global way of thinking that is needed requires us to go
back to our universal principles and to understand the funda
mental objectives of these principles. It will then be possible,
in the light of our specific context, to measure the margins of
conflict and adaptation. It will certainly be necessary to propose
orientations (at a local level), which if they don't offer imme
diate fully satisfactory solutions, as the issues are complex,
would nevertheless allow us to start thinking about our involve
ment in the economic sphere differently. And to constantly
keep in mind the necessity and the requirement of seeking for
an alternative, which is local as much as global. The Islamic
teachings are intrinsically in contradiction with the founda
tions and the logic of the neo-liberal capitalist system, and the
Muslims who live at the heart of the system have a higher
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responsibility, with all those who work in the same direction,
to propose solutions to get through and promote a more
human economy and fair trade.

To resist to a certain
kind of globalisation

Muslims in the West, the majority of whom are today from
immigrant backgrounds, must not forget where they come
from and the path which leads them to the Northern societies.
In the name of their principles, in the name of their history.
Indeed they must deal with the issues that are affecting the
societies of the countries they are living in, such as justice, the
defence of law, unemployment, violence, etc ... however in
the heart of industrialized societies, they must remain the
conscience of the South and of the destitute. The dictator
ships, the total dilapidated state of the societies and of the
economies, endemic poverty, illiteracy and the daily death of
millions of human beings due to an order of the world which
sows terror are the realities which highlight the CUlTent
management of the world. It is necessary to be both a friend
and a partner of those, in the West, who denounce the global
oppression and invite us all to bring about change.

One can't stress enough how necessary it is to develop a
critical spirit, which is able to relativize. The West is neither
monolithic nor diabolic, and the phenomenal assets in terms
of its rights, knowledge, culture and civilization are too impor
tant to simply minimize and reject. At the same time, one needs
to remain lucid and critical as regards economic and strategic
policies imposed by the North, which cripple entire societies.
Foreign policy which permits alliances with brutal dictators or
which promotes the absolute cultural colonization of the
under-developed societies by using the most stupefying prod
ucts of contemporary Western production. To be a Western
citizen from a Muslim background, and to maintain these
truths is to, almost systematically, undertake the risk of being
regarded as someone who is not successfully "integrated".
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Thus the suspicion remains on such a person's true allegiance.
Everything proceeds as if our "integration" has to be bought
with our silence. One needs to refuse this kind of intellectual
blackmail. If one is to be a truly free citizen in the Northern
societies we must reserve the right to establish, in a critical
manner; selections, nuances and contradictory evaluations at
the heart of the Western set of values itself. It is important
that we recognize and fight for the assets of democracy and to
challenge its own governments (be it American, French, British
or any other) whilst making it clear that it is not acceptable to
betray our principles while compromising with dictatorial
States; it is to be pleased with the development and the mate
rial well-being here whilst fighting with all one's force against
the economic policies of the WTO, the IMF and the World
Bank which, through international agreements and structural
adjustments, maintain a telTible and chronic misery for millions
around the world. And there are still so many other struggles!

To be the voice of the voiceless is a moral imperative
today. To stand for the rights of those people who have been
forgotten as the millions that inhabit the African continent, or
the Palestinian resistance, or the rights of both Chechens and
Tibetans and of all the oppressed of the earth is the most
explicit expression of our consistency with our principles and
our ethics. It is also a question of refusing today the emergence
of laws, as regards to the relationship between the North and
the South, which would unilaterally sanction the victims of the
system: the policies which are aimed to fight against immi
gration are terrible and imply that the illegal immigrant is
initially a liar, a robber, even a gangster. Unable to question
their own economic policies, Northern governments, our govern
ments, apply policies of repression against the victims of their
own policies. Any ret1ection or political strategy, which is not
applied upstream of the phenomena of migration, sanctions
the victims twice: by imposing a shameful framework of life
in their country of origin and by imprisoning or rejecting them
when they have had the dignity and the courage to refuse their
inhuman condition.
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The recent security legislation in Western countries seems
to highlight a common goal: namely the fight against terrorism
for which everything, or almost, becomes allowed. Such legis
lation has allowed hundreds of Muslims in the United States to
be imprisoned without a fair trial, furthermore protesters and
activists are monitored, limits are imposed on the new entries
to the nation's borders, civil liberties are restricted and on an
international level the repressive policies of Sharon or Putin
are supported whilst closing an eye to authoritarian regimes
which happen to be allies such as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.
Supposedly all of this is being done so as to protect oneself
from "those that do not like our civilisation and our freedom".
Muslim conscience must have the courage to say that such
words are anything but the truth and that if terrorism is indeed
unacceptable, it is also necessary to fight against all kinds of
terrorism, in particular state terrorism, which is the first and
foremost cause of the former. To condemn without a shade
of hesitation, the attacks of September the 11 th cannot mean
accepting any kind of retaliatory measure on the pretext of
danger. This kind of diversion has serious consequences: by
putting citizens in a regular state of siege and by feeding their
fear, one prevents them from thinking and criticizing the world
order and its injustices. A citizen, who is afraid, does not change
the world, he protects his assets.

Here again, it is not a matter of being only interested in
international issues, which affect Muslims. It is clear that all
issues are inter-connected and that the international politics
have immediate effects on interior realities. It is a global vision,
which will address the world's issues that is necessary to work
out; it is also urgent to evaluate and determine who are our
partners in the struggle. The international global justice move
ment, which recently developed throughout the world, exposes
critical theories and demands reforms, which are for the
majority in total agreement with Muslim ethics.

The organizations which advocate the establishment of fair
trade (such as Max Havelaar or development co-operatives);
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who wish to promote a more responsible management of the
eeonomy and the financial markets (following the example of
the ATTAC movement or more locally the institutions which
are devoted to ethical investments) as well as the Christian
partisans of the theology of liberation and of resistance (now
present throughout the world) are those who must become in
the end, and alongside the many other activists at the local
level, allies of this pluralist front that we hope and pray for.
It is the responsibility of Muslims to move in this direction,
to determine the nature of possible alliances, their limits as
much as their eoncrete requirements. The type of globalisa
tion, which is imposed upon us today, preaehes the absolute
primacy of economic logic regardless of other considerations.
The efficiency of the highways and networks of commu
nication seems mostly dedicated to encourage us to become
better consumers. The picture would be indeed quite dark if
there wasn't a general movement of resistance: as regards the
Islamic message faced with the neo-liberal economy there is
no other option than resistance. In the West, as in the Orient,
we are commanded to use our intelligence, our imagination
and our creativity to think of an alternative. We must always
start from our reference points and in partnership with all
those who resist and propose "something different".
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The Muslims of the world
The absence of a world vision for change is at the same

time the cause and the consequence of a very restricted unders
tanding of what is resistance and of a view of Islam void of its
universalism. The paradox is deep and the circle has become
vicious: in fact, in Muslim conscience, Islam should be lived
as a universal reference point that, because it is not presented as
being exclusive, invites and forces the individual to recognise
and build with and from diversity. However, the feeling of
being dominated and isolated that prevails today leads the
majority of Muslims to construct themselves by affirming
their "otherness". They are incapable of relating to the uni
versal dimension of their principles that would enable them to
build bridges with the Other (with another civilisation,
culture, religion or philosophy) and to bring to the fore, out of
respect for what is different, common fundamental values.
The latter are numerous and even if their source (revelation·
or reason) or expression is different (expressed out of the
primacy of responsibility or on the contrary of right), that should
not legitimate an absence of dialogue and partnership.
Besides it is this absence that downstream reinforces the ten
dency to define oneself in opposition to the "other" and leads
to the impasse that betrays this universal (Islamic) outlook by
hiding behind domination and closing oneself off.

The immediate consequence of adopting this posture is
the elaboration of a caricaturist view of the other. It is never
repeated enough how often the view of the West is superficial,
confused and largely mistaken. The difference between govern
ments, peoples and institutions is rarely made; the legitimacy
of the values of the West are denied by way of a denunciation
of their deficient and hypocritical application and in the end
its culture is rejected as a result of a partial, overly simplified
criticism of its domination. What is troubling is that this
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theoretical rejection is itself contradicted in practice on a daily
basis by attraction to the Western way of life. This contradic
tion is said to be illustrative of the nature of the crisis of
conscience that faces the contemporary Muslim world;
incapable of defining itself other than in the negative image
of a caricaturised West, one ends up feeling that they have
betrayed themselves every time they find themselves living
the values of the other. These are explicit symptoms of a
profound alienation.

We can better understand the difficulties that the Muslim
world faces today when we try to explain ourselves and commu
nicate better. To tell one's values, one's demands, one's hopes
has become a challenge. Either we insist on the essence of
our common values and we give the impression to most
people of betraying ourselves or we insist on difference and
we reinforce the sense of differentiation and of inevitable
conflicts. To remain oneself, communicate with the other
and to have the confidence to take on the idea of "us" is an
experience Muslims often don't have the means to live today.
The problem is profound and its origins can be found firstly
in the disappearance of a cultural dialogue between Muslims
themselves. The law schools, streams of thought, ulemas and
intellectuals have practically ceased debating and we hardly
progress beyond a discussion about the Islamic legitimacy of
ideas. An often nervous, blighted intellectual discussion ends
up forbidding itself the right to self-criticise because to do so
would be seen as treachery. The logic stays the same: to reco
gnise the validity of the other's criticism is to be or to become
unfaithful to oneself. Muslims will not find the energy to
renew and reform if they cannot seek to escape from this
harmful logic. Self criticism, for example, by denouncing the
behaviour of some so-called Islamic states, to distinguish
oneself from the acts of certain radical or obtuse Muslim groups,
to recognise the weaknesses of contemporary Muslim thought
as well as its unacceptable discrimination (towards poverty,
women, certain minorities etc) is a vital first step.
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At this point it has to be said that a certain number of
Muslims whom one would have hoped to push forward reforms
have, on the contrary, slowed down, even prevented their
realisation. At the heart of the contemporary crisis, we find
Muslim intellectuals who are torn from their Islamic ideals or
who live with such a need for acceptance by the West that they
end up, in the name of a self criticism gone astray, simplifying
the debate and comforting the West in its dominant certain
ties, whether about its caricatures or its ancient and indeed
contemporary suspicions. Far from creating a bridge between
two worlds, they implicitly deny the legitimacy of one of the
partners to speak about its universal principles. Acknowledged
and envied in Western intellectual circles, they have often lost
all legitimacy amongst Muslims but what is more serious is
that certain amongst them have become objective allies of the
most obtuse Islamaphobes. Yet another paradox of this period
of crisis which forces us to identify the nature of criticism:
who is talking and from where? In the name of what? And,
fundamentally, why?

Encouraging signs
The outlook is not all bad: studies and work on the ground

carried out in recent years in the Arab world, Africa and Asia
as well as within Muslim groups in Europe and North America,
have shown signs of significant change. The younger genera
tions from Dakar to Djakarta are beginning to "connect" to
the world. The new means of communication are beneficial
in that they enable more and more exchanges of information and
experiences. In virtual contact with international resistance
movements, and more and more in alignment with the dyna
mics of the West, Muslims of the world are seeing their horizons
broaden and the possibility for partnerships. Alternatives have
been experimented with in Indonesia, Malaysia, Bangladesh
and in numerous Muslim countries in Africa; such as the
creation of small to medium sized businesses or development
co-operatives, practically unheard of in the West. Enough is
not said about the importance of the participation of Western
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based Muslims in the alter globalisation movement; by remai
ning true to themselves, to the universal dimension of their
message and its principles, while building ties with the funda
mental dynamics of Muslim countries, establishing diversified
partnerships, they open the way to a new perception of the self
and will in time be able to go beyond the old divisions.

Those who are engaged in the struggle know full well that
the road will be a long one, that labels and suspicions remain
the norm. But it is up to them to face up to their responsi
bilities at this time when new partnerships are being forged.
It is up to them, allied to the forces of the South, to develop a
global vision of reform'; it is up to them to take up the univer
sality of Muslims values and to set the terms for an equitable
dialogue with the West; it is up to them to finally engage in a
demanding and fruitful internal debate where constructive
self-criticism is permitted. Their responsibilities are immense
and we are only at the beginning of the journey: for the Muslim
conscience it means that the political liberation of Jerusalem,
occupied by another, cannot make us forget the need for an
ideological, economic, and political liberation of Mecca by
our own wanderings alienated and betrayed.

6, The international symposium of Muslims in the francophone world (CIMEF)
which brings together various intellectuals and associations from Canada,
Africa and Europe, has been working on this for more than 3 years. The
debates that ensued during its first meetings were about, amongst other things,
a reformist understanding of Islamic principles, secularism and Globalisation
after 11 September 200 [.
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'ALTER'-GLOBALISERS AND
THE CHALLENGE OF DIVERSITY

The contradictions and
the urgent need for reforms

Over the last few years popular mobilisations have reached
an unprecedented scale. The demonstrations which greeted
the last 08 meeting in Evian are further proof that the mood
of resistance is not letting up. From Porto Alegre to Florence
(and next November in Paris-Saint-Denis), from Seattle to
Evian, from the support of the Chiapas to the movement
against the Iraq war, the places, the events and the causes are
multiplying. These protests are providing an outlet for the
expression of a radical rejection of liberal neo-capitalism,
itself motivated by the belief in another kind of globalisation:
fairer, more humane, more dignified. Because we ail think that
'Another world is possible!'

When we stop and study the literature produced by those
involved in this international movement, one cannot but be
struck by the internal logic on which this struggle is based.
Faced with a soulless capitalism, which turns everything into
a commodity (human beings, intelligence, the body, goods
and public services, air, nature, etc), consciences are stirring and
demanding respect for justice and human dignity, for the envi
ronment and for genetic equilibrium, just as they demand the
right ofpeople to selt~determination and democracy. In addition
to the fact that one comes across the old slogans of various
strands of the Left, one is also forced to acknowledge that the
critical analyses of the world, as well as the range of solutions
proposed, are based on an essentially structural approach to
matters. At the heart of a very Western-oriented debate, a huma
nising and humanistic economic logic responds to the
disembodied madness of another logic; a democratic model of
society (today dreamed of over here), is used to denounce the
excesses of systems that fly in the face of this model every
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day (usually over there); the rationality of ethics is challen
ging the rationality of 'money'. The terms of the confrontation
are clear.

What is nevertheless astonishing is the near totaI absence
of serious consideration of cultural and religious diversity,
outside the usual conventional talk which reminds us of the
so-caned "duty of tolerance". Those seeking an alternative to
neo-liberal globalisation, the anti-or 'alter' -globalisers, an too
often think of cultural, as well as religious diversity as a prin
ciple of goodwill to be affinned but rarely see it as a reality
with which it is necessary to engage, venture into and to build.
To such an extent that it is not unusual to meet men and
women championing progressive opinions on social, political
and economic issues, while their cultural vocabulary still
bears the imprint of an old colonial outlook. From forum to
forum, one grows accustomed to meeting this new species of
activist-a living contradiction of the contemporary left
economically progressive but culturally so imperialist; ready
to fight for social justice but at the same time so confident
and sometimes arrogant as to assume the right to dictate a
universal set of values for everyone. At a time where the divide
between civilizations and religions appears to be deepening,
the movement against neo-liberal globalisation cannot afford
to avoid the central issue of diversity of cultures and religions,
their role within the resistance and the significant contribution
they can make to the cause of a pluralism which is as enri
ching as it is urgent. To advocate another kind of globalisation
armed only with Western rationalism against the uniform
commodification of the world is not only contradictory, but
profound nonsense.

It would have been nice if, in this informal movement,
the experienced voices of the radical left had blended with the
younger voices against alienation, and that together they had
given birth to an open and democratic space for dialogue. It
would have been nice to call for diversity while living it in the
midst of this hope for another world. To live a little as one
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says, and not end up claiming the opposite of what one lives.
And yet today, the movement's shortcomings in terms of demo
cracy and open-mindedness are obvioLlS. There are no leaders,
nor a unified structure; everything is discussed, debated, voted
on. The movement, they say, is open to individuals as much as
it is to ideas, to the anonymous as to the famous. This remains
to be seen. Very quickly, at the heart of the dynamic, one per
ceives the old complicities, common interests, unspoken but
recognised all the same, and common practices moulded during
so many years of struggle. Hidden behind the informality are
the hidden networks of collusion, habits and terminology.
There is a certain preconceived idea of the symbols and
concepts of the one true and legitimate struggle, which some
times allows itself to judge the erring ways of everything which
does not look similar. Without stating it clearly, an entire
wing of the movement is becoming institutionalised and
building its speech around demands whose content has been
renewed, but which have not arisen from nor been discussed
with the popular base in the name of which they are
expressed. Amid the talk of democracy, social justice, of the
struggle against discrimination in employment and housing,
of the rejection of racism, of antisemitism and islamophobia,
the popnlations most affected (those living in deprived urban
areas, young people of 'immigrant origin', Muslims) are
virtually absent from the numerons fornms where one thinks
for them, withont them. If they do come along, they are ques
tioned, suspected. 'What do they want?' This single question
says enough about the contradiction. Worse: those in the
movement who seek so positively to go beyond the negative
representations and to establish partnerships with Muslim
activists are going against the stream and are suspected at best
of naivety and at worst of treason.

On the international scene, we come across the same incon
sistencies. The worryingly deficient and conformist nature of
the arguments put forward by the 'alter' -globalisers on the
question of the Middle East or Islam cannot be emphasised
enough. Although the impressive size of the protests against
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the Iraq war mnst be acknowledged, one has to ask what
alternative was really being proposed (beyond saying 'No to
the war') to counter America's unilateral stance and its
programme of supervised democracy. Absence of awareness
about Islam, as much as the fear cultivated and shared at the
heart of a caricaturally constructed West, have led those
seeking another kind of globalisation to engage in superficial,
if not dangerous talk on Islam. Where are the Arab and Muslim
alter' -globalisers? How can we reach out to the millions of
activists in the Middle East, Africa and Asia who could
become the new life blood of the movement? Such is the fear,
and so widespread is the suspicion, that it is unimaginable that
Muslims, with their convictions and values, might themselves
be agents of change. Blind to the dynamics of social, cultural,
economic and political liberation nnderway across most of the
Mnslim world (and often expressed within and through Islam)
and oblivious to the struggles being fought by European and
North American Muslims, the 'alter' -globalisers continue' to
cultivate too many prejudices. Convinced that they are progres
sive, they give themselves the arbitrary right to proclaim the
definitively reactionary nature of religions, and if liberation
theology has contradicted this conclusion, the possibility that
Islam conld engender resistance is not even imagined ... unless
it's to modernity. In the end, only a handful of 'Muslims
who-think-like us' are accepted, while the others are denied
the possibility of being genuinely progressive fighters armed
with their own set of values: by doing this, the dialogue with
Islam is transformed into an interactive monologue which
massages 'our ideological certainties' just as Huntington
wanted to ensure 'our strategic interests'.

The globalisation that we reject, however, feeds on
complacent old knee-jerk reactions like this. If we look at the
way the world is now, there is no future for the movement
without a fruitful and open dialogue with the Islamic world.
This third contradiction, even more than the other two, could
lead the whole movement to its own downfall: at a time when
every opportunity is being taken to feed a psychosis which acts
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as a justification for an intemational security policy spelling
the death of liberty for citizens everywhere, worldwide
resistance which does not seek to join forces with the other,
the Muslim who is so frightening, will not be able to make use
of its own powers of coherence and credibility. With each new
odious act of terrorism, 'alter' -globalisers will be labelled
dreamers and this is the worst that can happen to us, for this
struggle is after all our own. It is up to us to make this
commitment to diversity, and each and everyone of us must
face up to our own contradictions in order to overcome them.
Only permanent, effective and demanding partnerships will
allow us to face these challenges: to remain free citizens, let
us leam to build by using our diversity. That is what, for better
or worse, we are starting to do. Here and there, dialogues are
striking up, and meetings, still on the fringes, are taking place,
but it is still true that the overwhelming majority of the move
ment has for the moment still not chosen to live its own hopes.
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