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ABSTRACT

This essay is an attempt to revisit
Samuel Huntington’s controversial
thesis about a clash of civilizations.
Though the author has been an

early critique of Huntington, he finds
substantial evidence that corroborates
Huntington’s central thesis when he
analyzes the American policy toward
the Middle East through the prism of
the clash of civilizations paradigm. He
suggests that the pattern of double
standards that are witnessed in
American foreign policy toward the
Middle East is an integral part of a
world where supposedly immutable
differences based on civilizations form
the primary source of conflict. In order
to support his argument the author
draws on examples from several cases,
such as the American policies toward
the Israel-Palestine issue, America’s
position on Iran’s nuclear enrichment
program, American reaction to the
Israeli raid on the Turkish ship Mavi
Marmara, as well as Turkey’s long-
standing candidacy for membership
in the European Union. In all, he

finds startling double standards that
fit Huntington'’s paradigm, for as he
pointed out double standards are an
integral part of a mindset that sees
conflict in terms of clashing civilizations.
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n this book Culture and Imperial-
ism, Edward Said states “nations...
are narratives.”! Civilizations are
also narratives because they are nations
writ large. As in the case of nations so in
the case of civilizations the way one tells
“stories” about “us” and “them,” “he-
roes” and “villains” forms the basis on
which the notion of civilizations collid-
ing with each other is constructed. Even
the term “dialogue of civilizations” de-
notes the need for inter-civilization con-
versation in order to avoid conflict. Con-
flict between civilizations is, therefore,
a built in assumption that undergirds the
concept of “dialogue of civilizations.”
The term civilization may be fuzzier
than that of nation, which is also slip-
pery and malleable and is often depen-
dent upon context for its definition, but
that is the nature of all concepts based
on subjective feelings rather than irre-
futable objective criteria. However, for
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those who harbor these feelings they are
nonetheless real and often deep-seated.
The more convincing the narrative and
the longer it has been in existence the

tion of Asia and Africa by arguing that
powerful civilized nations had the duty
of “guardianship” over savage and bar-
barian peoples.? A whole new theory of

the “standard of civilization”

In Western perceptions race and religion
go together especially in European
accounts of the encounter between
Christendom and Islamdom

was developed by European
thinkers and colonial offi-
cials to deny non-European
peoples and states juridical

greater attachment individuals have to
their “nation” or their “civilization.”

Civilizations normally go beyond
the boundaries of states and nations and
often encompass more than one nation
and/or state. Nonetheless, like the “na-
tion” they evoke a “we” feeling often at
the expense of denigrating and often de-
monizing “them,” that is those belong-
ing to other civilizations. This is par-
ticularly the case with imperial civiliza-
tions, namely those that have ruled over
peoples belonging to other civilizations.
Intra-civilization conflicts among impe-
rial powers do not detract from the com-
monality of their perceptions regarding
their “subjects,” namely the people they
rule over or have ruled over in the past.
In modern terminology this is known as
“racism.”

In fact, the Europeans appropriated
the concept of “civilized,” a derivative
of the term “civilization,” and applied it
to themselves during the colonial era. In
the colonial discourse, Europeans were
referred to as the only “civilized” peo-
ple with the subject peoples relegated to
the categories of “barbarians” and “sav-
ages.” Eminent Scottish jurist, James
Lorimer, justified European coloniza-

personality in international
law and, thereby, “legally” subject
them to discriminatory treatment.?
There are multiple factors that go
into molding different peoples into one
civilization. These include selective his-
torical memories of shared experiences,
perceived racial similarity, linguistic
affinity, and common religion. Factors
that contribute to shaping a common
civilization do not remain immutable.
They change over time and so does the
definition of the boundaries of particular
civilizations. Until recently Jews were
excluded from the civilization known
sequentially as Christendom, Europe,
or simply the West. In fact, they were
seen as the quintessential “other,” pol-
luters of civilization, as portrayed for
example in the character of Shylock in
Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. This
definition of Western civilization under-
went a sea change in the second half of
the last century and has been replaced
in public discourse by the concept of a
common Judeo-Christian civilization.
Factors responsible for this change are
too numerous and complex for me to
address in this paper but they include
the Christian West’s guilty conscience
about the Holocaust and the increas-
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ing financial and political clout of the
American Jewish community.

By the 1990s, the idea of a com-
mon Judeo-Christian civilization was
commonly accepted in the West and
following the collapse of Soviet Com-
munism political Islam was beginning to
be perceived as the main challenger to
Western ideological hegemony.* It was
in this context that Samuel Huntington
published in 1993 what was probably
the most influential political essay of the
1990s in Foreign Affairs.
Huntington argued that
henceforth “The great di-
visions among humankind
and the dominating source
of conflict will be cultural.
Nation states will remain
the most powerful actors
in world affairs, but the
principal conflicts of global
politics will occur between
nations and groups of different civili-
zations. The clash of civilizations will
dominate global politics. The fault lines
between civilizations will be the battle
lines of the future.”

To be honest I was not merely skep-
tical but hostile toward this thesis when
it was first published in the summer of
1993 in Foreign Affairs. Like a whole
host of academics, journalists, and pub-
lic persons I considered Huntington’s
analysis too simplistic. I was also criti-
cal of the fact that he had made religion
the primary marker for his concept of
“civilization.” I felt that while religion
is no doubt important there are other
indicators such as perceived racial and
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linguistic affinity that are equally im-
portant in defining civilizations. I did
not fully comprehend at the time how
often in Western perceptions race and
religion go together especially in Euro-
pean accounts of the encounter between
Christendom and Islamdom and how
terms such as “Saracens” and “Turks”
were used in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century Western discourse
as synonyms for the terms Muslims or
Islam. Even when “Christendom” mor-

Any analysis of American policy toward
the Middle East that excluded the
variable of “civilizational affinity” between
Christians and Jews and consequently
between the United States and Israel will
not be able to portray the main motive
force behind many of America’s policies

toward that region

phed into “Europe” and eventually into
the “West” its encounter with its imme-
diate neighbor to the east was referred
to as one between the West and Islam.
As a consequence of this realiza-
tion, over the past few years I have
been pondering over Huntington’s the-
sis and gradually revising my views. A
few weeks ago I finally saw the light
on the road to Damascus (more appro-
priately on the road to Jerusalem). The
light shone in the form of the statement
made by US Presidential-hopeful Mitt
Romney in the Holy City that “Culture
makes all the difference” an explana-
tion he used to elucidate the difference
between the development levels of Is-
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raelis and Palestinians.® This statement
combined with Romney’s unqualified
support for Netanyahu’s bellicose pol-
icy toward Iran and his endorsement
of Israel’s stand that Jerusalem is the
undivided and eternal capital of Isra-
el made me realize that such a stand,

One of the greatest achievements of the
Israel lobby and of Jewish Americans has
been to transform the idea of America
based on the Anglo-Saxon variety of a
Christian civilization into one based on a
common Judeo-Christian civilization

which incidentally is not too different
from President Obama’s, could not be
explained except by the variable of kin-
ship based on a perception of common
culture (“civilization” in Huntington’s
words). I also realized that any analysis
of American policy toward the Middle
East that excluded the variable of “civi-
lizational affinity” between Christians
and Jews and consequently between
the United States and Israel will not be
able to portray completely and honestly
the main motive force behind many of
America’s policies toward that region.

I realized then that the pattern of dou-
ble standards that I had been witnessing
in American foreign policy toward the
Middle East was an integral part of a
world where supposedly immutable dif-
ferences based on civilizations form the
primary source of conflict. Huntington
had stated presciently that “A world of
clashing civilizations...is inevitably a
world of double standards: people ap-

ply one standard to their kin countries
and a different standard to others.”” One
of the greatest achievements of the Is-
rael lobby and of Jewish Americans, in
general, has been to transform the idea
of America based on the Anglo-Saxon
variety of a Christian civilization into
one based on a common Ju-
deo-Christian civilization.
Multiple factors including
American guilt about the
Holocaust, the high motiva-
tion demonstrated by Jew-
ish Americans to assimilate
into American society and
become “normal” Ameri-
cans, and the Evangelical obsession with
the ingathering of the Jews in Palestine
as a pre-requisite for the return of Je-
sus and the “end of days” helped in this
transformation. America’s largely un-
questioning support for Israel is a corol-
lary of the broad acceptance on the part
of the American public that Christians
and Jews, and therefore the United States
and Israel, share a strong bond of cul-
tural kinship and that this bond trumped
all strategic considerations in American
policy toward the Middle East, in gen-
eral, and the Arab world, in particular.
As a consequence, American policies
toward Israel, whether on the issue of
Palestine or of Iran, have been remark-
ably skewed for reasons of perceived
affinity based on a supposedly common
civilization. It should have been clear
from any objective perspective that
from the time of its establishment Israel
has been a strategic liability rather than
a strategic asset when it comes to Amer-
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ica’s relations with the large majority of
countries in the Middle East. This has
been brought into sharper focus since
the end of the Cold War when in Arab
and Muslim perceptions the American-
Israeli relationship has been reversed.
Israel is no longer perceived as Amer-
ica’s surrogate in the Middle East, as
it was before the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Now, it is the other way around.
The United States is seen as a willing
tool of Israel when it comes to Middle
Eastern issues.

This reality did not undergo change
under President Obama despite the
latter’s initial rhetoric, especially his
speeches in Istanbul and Cairo directed
toward Muslim audiences

The fact that the Israeli narrative of
the conflict is accepted hook, line, and
sinker by Senators and Congressmen
as well as most members of the execu-
tive branch in the United States can be
explained only through the medium of
cultural affinity. Even those American
policy makers and publicists who have
been mildly critical of Israeli policies
that increasingly preclude a two-state
solution have done so to save Israel
from itself by preventing the Palestinian
demographic time bomb from explod-
ing in its face. The Palestinian narrative
of dispossession, exile, and occupation
and, indeed, of the demographic trans-
formation of Palestine under the British

American policies toward Israel, whether
on the issue of Palestine or of Iran, have
been remarkably skewed for reasons of

perceived affinity based on a supposedly

during the fist year of his
presidency that may have
suggested otherwise.® The
ease with which Netanya-

hu has bullied Obama into

making American policy

conform to Israeli interests and the alac-
rity with which Obama has allowed him-
self to be bullied can only be explained
through the medium of cultural kinship.
Different analysts have explained this
kinship with reference to different phe-
nomena ranging from the power of the
Israeli lobby to the clout of evangelical
Christians and neo-conservatives. The
outcome has been the same: American
policy toward the Israel-Palestine issue
has been largely dictated by Israel. This
has permitted Netanyahu to act on the is-
sues of occupation and settlements “like
a man who, while negotiating the divi-
sion of a pizza, continues to eat it.”°

common civilization

mandate is not only ignored but treated
as fictional.

This amnesia regarding the Palestine
case is a direct descendant of the mind-
set that led Lord Balfour to declare that
Britain was committed to establishing
a homeland for European Jews in Pal-
estine. This declaration that gave away
another people’s land to a third party not
only ignored the existence of the huge
Arab majority in Palestine — 90 percent
at the beginning of the British mandate
- it became the operative tool for the
implementation of the agenda devised
by the World Zionist Organization and
encapsulated in the slogan that Palestine
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was “a land without people for a people
without land.” People that belonged
to an “inferior” civilization were thus
denied not only their legitimate rights

Arabs and Palestinians are viewed by
the majority of the American public as

belonging to an alien civilization

over land but their very right to exist -
they were turned into “non-people” by a
stroke of a Balfour’s pen. Jewish settle-
ment of Palestinian territories occupied
in 1967 is a product of the same logic
that shaped the Balfour Declaration and
led to Jewish colonization of that part of
Palestine that is now Israel. But all this
is never factored into American policy
because of its cultural links with Israel
through the medium of a common Ju-
deo-Christian civilization.

I can state with confidence that even
if the situation had been reversed and
the Arab lobby had possessed the de-
gree of financial and political clout in
Washington that the Israel lobby has to-
day, American policy toward the Israel-
Palestine conflict would not have been
much different from what it is today.
This would be the case because Arabs
and Palestinians are viewed by the ma-
jority of the American public as belong-
ing to an alien civilization. The attempt
by a hypothetically strong Arab lobby
to use its financial and political power
to shape America’s Middle East policy
would have been seen as foreign inter-
ference in the American policy-making
process — a label that does not apply
to those groups that lobby on behalf

of the Israeli government. The inabil-
ity of Saudi Arabia to affect American
policy toward the Israel-Palestine con-
flict despite its purchase of American
arms amounting to hundreds
of billions of dollars and its
equally huge investment in
the American economy bears
clear testimony to this fact.

It is interesting to note in this context
that the largest recipient of American
largesse — Israel - has far more influ-
ence on American policy than the larg-
est purchaser of American arms, Saudi
Arabia. According to the latest figures
provided by the Congressional Research
Service, Saudi Arabia bought $33.4
billion worth of arms from the United
States in 2011 helping to raise the total
arms sales by the United Sates in that
year to an unprecedented whopping
$66.3 billion, more than three-quarters
of the global arms market. !

The same set of double standards
that determines American policy toward
the Israel-Palestine issue is at work in
relation to Iran’s nuclear enrichment
program that is presumed by many in
the West to be a stepping-stone towards
nuclear weapons capability. What is
remarkable in this case is that the sole
country in possession of nuclear weap-
ons in the Middle East - Israel - has
led the charge in threatening attack on
Iran’s nuclear facilities with the United
States and Europe playing supportive
indeed submissive roles. Hardly any
mainstream commentator in the United
States, except some brave souls like
Kenneth Waltz, have dared to criticize
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Osbourne and Islam wave onstage during the "Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear" on the Washington Mall.

the stupidity of this policy and argue
that nuclear deterrence may actually
make the Middle East a safer place.!!
Israel’s current rhetoric would have
made sense had it put its own nuclear
weapons on the table, accepted the idea
of a NWFZ in all of the Middle East
including Israel and Iran, and offered to
sign the NPT and then made the point
that it had the right to attack Iran if the
latter did not accept this offer. But,
denying Iran’s right to go nuclear (as-
suming that that is what Tehran desires)
while holding on to its own nuclear ar-
senal and delivery systems makes Israel
appear self-righteous and devious at the
same time. The argument that Israel
needs nuclear weapons because enemies

surround it makes little sense in light of
the fact that Israel is the dominant con-
ventional military power in its neighbor-
hood and perpetuating this dominance
is an integral part of American policy
toward the Middle East.

What makes the Israeli stance even
“curiouser,” to borrow a term from Al-
ice in Wonderland, is the fact that thanks
to its “kinship” with the United States
and by extension with the West, Israel is
repeatedly threatening a military attack
on another member of the UN, Iran,
without any fear of negative repercus-
sions from the members of that august
body for threatening international peace
and security. Such repeated aggressive
rhetoric by any other member of the UN
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would have led the Security Council to
go into overdrive and pass resolutions
threatening the state expressing such
aggressive intent with action, including
military action, under Chapter VII of
the UN Charter.

In this case, on the contrary, every
escalation in the aggressive Israeli rheto-
ric has led to senior American officials
rushing to Jerusalem not to warn it of
dire consequences if it attacked Iran but
to plead with the Israeli government to
give the P5+1 more time through eco-
nomic sanctions and by other means to
prevent Iran from going nuclear.'? Just

The largest recipient of American
largesse - Israel — has far more influence
on American policy than the largest
purchaser of American arms, Saudi Arabia

imagine if Iran or Egypt made the case
that Israel is in violation of UN Security
Council resolutions 242 and 338 by not
withdrawing from occupied Palestinian
territories and that this gives them the
right to bomb Tel Aviv. Would Defense
Secretary Leon Panetta be rushing to
Tehran or Cairo to plead with Khamenei
or Morsi to give the US and its allies
more time to force Israel to withdraw by
imposing ever more stringent economic
sanctions on it? Or would the United
States immediately convene a meeting
of the UN Security Council to undertake
harsh measures under Chapter VII of the
Charter against Iran or Egypt for threat-
ening international peace and security?
One can reasonably assume that the latter
would be the course of action followed

by Washington and other members of
the P5+1. If this conclusion is correct,
then should the same logic not apply
to Israeli threats against Iran’s nuclear
facilities? No variable other than civili-
zational affinity can explain America’s
double standard policy on this issue.

An even more startling case of dou-
ble standards - because it involved a
member of NATO - was the American
stance on the Israeli raid on the Turkish
ship Mavi Marmara that was engaged
in providing relief to a besieged Gaza.
Nine persons of Turkish origin - includ-
ing an American citizen - were killed in
international waters without
a whimper of condemnation
or even protest on the part
of Washington. This is pos-
sibly the first time in recent
history that the killing of a
U.S. citizen by foreigners has not re-
sulted in at least a formal public protest
by the American administration. Was
it because the American citizen was of
Turkish origin and, therefore, perceived
as outside the sphere of Western civili-
zation even though Turkey has been a
loyal American ally for half a century?
Or was it because the tension between
Turkey and Israel is perceived in the
United States as part of a clash of civi-
lizations in which the United States has
to stick by its kith and kin? Both these
explanations fit Huntington’s paradigm
for as he pointed out double standards
are an integral part of a mindset that
sees conflict in terms of clashing civi-
lizations. One has to support one’s kith
and kin right or wrong.
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However, the matter does not end
there. There is evidence of a deep-
seated ambivalence bordering on ap-
prehension in Western policy making
and opinion molding circles regarding
Turkey despite the latter’s membership
of NATO and its long-standing candi-
dacy for membership in the European
Union (EU). This reflects the common
Western perception that Turkey belongs
to an alien civilization and, therefore,
cannot be considered a trustworthy ally.
The way Turkey’s application for EU
membership has been treated by that
organization is a clear in-
dication that the major Eu-
ropean powers do not con-
sider Turkey to be worthy
of membership because it
is not “European” in the
sense that it does not be-
long to the Judeo-Christian
civilization. In fact, French and German
leaders have made this amply clear in
their public statements.!®> The fact that
applicants from the former Soviet bloc,
several of them with dubious human
rights records, who applied much later
than Turkey have been awarded mem-
bership while Turkey has been kept
waiting at the gates on one excuse or an-
other clearly signifies that EU members
consider Turkey to belong to a different
civilization and, therefore, not worthy
of membership of the European Union.

Western suspicions about Turkey
surfaced very openly following the post-
Islamist AKP’s victory in the Turkish
elections of 2002 and were heightened
after its return to power in 2007. These
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elections signaled a major re-orientation
in Turkish foreign policy as Ankara,
primarily because of economic and stra-
tegic imperatives and only secondarily
because of religious affinity, sought
to improve its relations with its Mus-
lim neighbors in the Middle East. But,
equally important, these elections also
signaled the increasing consolidation
of Turkish democracy and thus added
to the Europeans’ unease that their pet
excuse of Turkey not being sufficiently
democratic for entry into the EU may
not work much longer. The roots of

The sole country in possession of nuclear
weapons in the Middle East - Israel -

has led the charge in threatening attack
on Iran’s nuclear facilities with the United
States and Europe playing supportive

indeed submissive roles

the current Western denigration of Tur-
key can be traced at least in part to this
fear of the successful democratization
of predominantly Muslim Turkey that
would make its case for EU member-
ship irrefutable.

Concurrently with democratic con-
solidation and the adoption of a more
balanced foreign policy, Turkey’s rela-
tions with Israel nose-dived following
the brutal Israeli invasion of Gaza in De-
cember 2008 and the raid on the Mavi
Marmara in May 2010. The democrati-
cally elected Turkish government had to
respond strongly to these events because
of public pressure. Many American
policy makers and publicists, unable
or unwilling to distinguish Turkish-Is-




American policy toward the Middle East
when analyzed through the prism of
the clash of civilizations paradigm yields
substantial evidence that corroborates
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raeli relations from Turkish-American
relations, interpreted Turkish Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s con-
demnation of Israel’s blockade of Gaza
as a bid to cozy up to his Arab neigh-
bors at the expense of Turkey’s rela-
tions with not only Israel but also with
the West in general. By conflating the

Huntington’s central thesis

two issues they signaled that for them
Turkey’s relationship with Israel was
the yardstick they used to judge Tur-
key’s relations with the United States,
thus, demonstrating the close cultural
affinity between Israel and the United
States based on perceived common civi-
lizational bonds. Therefore, it came as
no surprise that Turkey’s strong stand
against Israeli policies and actions were
interpreted by the Western press as An-
kara’s “betrayal” of the West.
Turkey’s attempt to mediate between
the major Western powers and Iran con-
cerning the Islamic Republic’s uranium
stockpile went unappreciated in the
West; indeed, the United States scuttled
the effort in 2010 just as it seemed to
be bearing fruit. And Turkey’s subse-
quent vote in the United Nations Secu-
rity Council against imposing additional
sanctions on Iran seemed to offer fur-
ther proof to Western powers that Tur-
key had adopted an “Islamic” foreign

policy. Turkey’s attempt to improve
relations with its neighbors to the east
and south was pejoratively termed “neo-
Ottomanism” by the Western press and
its prime exponent Foreign Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu was harshly criticized
for turning Turkey away from its tra-
ditional pro-western foreign policy.'*
This dichotomous portrayal
of Turkey’s foreign policy
options, namely, that it had
to choose between its rela-
tions with Western powers
and its relations with its
Muslim neighbors since
good relations with both
were irreconcilable, was a clear indi-
cation of the “we” versus “them” syn-
drome typical of a clash of civilizations
mindset among Western policy makers
and publicists.

Even the recent deterioration in Tur-
key’s relations with Iran over Syria is
insufficient to convince many in Wash-
ington that Ankara has not in some way
“sold out” to the Muslim world at the
expense of its relations with the West.
This zero-sum approach is once again
a clear indication of a clash of civiliza-
tions mindset that demands that Turkey
demonstrate its loyalty (often unrequit-
ed) to the West by distancing itself from
its Muslim neighbors. When such an
approach based on a rigid “we” versus
“them” assumption is witnessed in the
Middle East or Africa it is called “trib-
alism.” When the same approach deter-
mines the policies of Western nations it
is termed the “clash of civilizations.”

American policy toward the Middle
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East when analyzed through the prism
of the clash of civilizations paradigm
yields substantial evidence that corrobo-
rates Huntington’s central thesis. While
such an exercise may not be able to pro-
vide explanations for all American ac-
tions in the Middle East, it does demon-
strate that one cannot fully comprehend
the logic of American policy toward the
Middle East, especially as it pertains to
issues affecting Israel, unless one fac-
tors in the cultural kinship based on a
common civilization, to use Hunting-
ton’s term, that American policy makers
strongly feel toward Israel and that acts
as the filter through which they perceive
Middle Eastern realities. This has been
the guiding approach for America’s
policy toward the Middle East despite
the fact that it often flies in the face of
strategic logic and is politically counter-
productive. In this case civilizational af-
finity trumps strategic logic and political
reasoning. It seems that Huntington was
right at least on this issue.
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