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Abstract 3rd Session

Religions, culture and politics in the crisis of civilisation

“We shouldn’t talk about the “clash of civilisation”, but a crisis of civilisation, instead. The so-called clash has been made up by the powers, be it the big or small ones. It is in this context that we have to create our alternative.” These are the opening remarks to the session on religion, politics and culture by Alessandra Mecozzi, eminent figure of Italian tradeunionism, and international secretary Fiom- CGIL.

“Among the reasons for this crisis- claims Mecozzi- we have to consider the fundamentalism of the free-market doctrine and policy and the years of socio-economic destruction it caused, as well as in the widening gap between North and South. This ideology saw the light of day in the United States, claiming this world as the best possible. The reaction that was provoked the ideology and the years of socio-economic distruction is a strong and constant search for identity and symbols –which have been challenged by globalisation– as well as the contrasting effort not to be homologated with western model. We refuse to follow this model, but it is now getting more and more powerful.”

The debate about “veil” is an example of this new climate. “This issue – says the Trade Unionist– must be tackled with a non-confessional approach, with a free mind. Secularism cannot be imposed, whereas it must be seen as a tool of respecting others’ liberties, including wearing the veil, that is more and more an identity choice.”

The “middle” sea is a place for discussion and exchange.

“The fact that here many different processes converge makes the Mediterranean area be a good place to build something important. The Mediterranean is not an ideology, but a place where contradictions meet, a space of common research. We must tear down the barriers to free circulation and debate”.

In order to do so, we must overcome the oppositions growing on the ground.

“Strong ideologies boost the clash– Mecozzi maintains–not only through wars, but also promoting racism, nationalism and the political use of religion. There is now an on-going permanent war to re-colonise the world, thus new actors, even religious ones, come into play.”

The Italian Trade Unionist suggests that they are the ones to relate to. “I don’t know if Hezbollah or Hamas are an expression of a reborn civil society, as it was mentioned here, but I am sure they are new actors who resist. Every religion can be used to promote dialogue and knowledge, but cannot be a tool to flatten others. This use of  any kind of religion is unacceptable”.

Mecozzi concludes: “The path to follow is not that of creating an enemy. We are well aware of who the enemies are, but we must oppose their cultural and material destruction, their neo-colonialism. Any  resistance is legitimate, including armed resistance, if does not attack civilians. However, resisting is not enough, we need to build together a common perspective. Religion, culture and politics must give their contribution and become tools of humanisation.”

Abdel Jabar – Iraq

In the Mediterranean basin there are four main flows– as explained by Abdel Jabar, Iraqi teacher at the University in Venice–. First of all, the economic and financial flow, which goes on regardless of cultural and religious specific characteristics. Then, the media and IT flow, which is essential to the creation of a public opinion in the countries of the area. Thirdly, the circulation of ideas regarding lifestyle, street furniture, architecture, symbols. Finally, the world political action, which has a single influent actor: the United States.”

“I would like to set the role of religions in this very context. There are two scenarios: in the first and most common one, religion has a political and mobilising role, it negotiates power (this is what in Italy you call “civil religion”, i.e. a common consent on answers to be given to important issues); in the second one, actors are secondary and marginal and religion becomes a source of energy to face common challenges, environmental issues, individual liberties, social justice, sustainable economy. The point here is to find a shared language”

Nawal al Sadaawi – Egypt

“I am against the support of headscarf in the name of relativism. We must have universal ideas on human rights, we must demystify some concepts, post-modern ideologies: we must respect diversity, but also maintain a critical sense. This is the only way we can be able to understand each other”. The Egyptian writer and representative of the Association for Solidarity to Arab Women opens her speech answering the issues arisen in the first session of the day. Sadaawi maintains that “it is wrong to defend diversity in the name of relativism, it is mystifying and it can exacerbate differences. Moreover, the use of the term “identity” is dangerous, because identities do not exist– we all have mixed blood and cultures. We are deceived through words”.

The headscarf issue explains a lot: “I am definitely a feminist, but I would like to say that sensible women do not opt for the veil, they do not choose to be oppressed. Religion is a political ideology and the most dangerous veil is not the one on women’s head but the invisible one covering our minds. We must get rid of it.”

Sadaawi talks about her country as a significant example: “In Egypt girls wear headscarf and show they belly button at the same time. Did they really make a choice? No, they were driven by propaganda, by fashion, by religion. That way of showing their body is a form of oppression, too”.

The Egyptian writer concludes with some proposals: “We are somehow disappointed by democracy. Take, for instance, demonstrations and conferences: so many are held nowadays, but they are never enough. The follow-up is vital, as much as cultivating contacts, drafting common programmes. We cannot solve present problems alone, we need a “glocal” resistance – jointly local and global.”

Anna Maria Rivera

“Rhetoric has been widely used in connection with the Mediterranean area, but the similarity between countries in the basin must be read through the lens of history. This relative homogeneity does not guarantee peaceful co-existence. To reach this objective it is necessary to create economic, political and social conditions for an actual exchange between countries. As for now, the Mediterranean is more a borderline than anything else”, claims Anna Maria Rivera from “Associazioni mediterranee” (Mediterranean Associations).

The “middle sea”, Rivera says, is also the place of an “undeclared war, the war of migrants. Since 1988 more than five thousands people from the African coasts have died. Nearly two thousands died in the Sicily Channel. The Mediterranean sea has become a marine cemetery.”

“Despite barriers and anti-Arab and anti-Muslim racism, the uninterrupted flow continues to foster exchange and the very European cultural identity as well. It is a place where goods, people and ideas advance beyond the usual limit. A place for encounter.”

One of the consequences of this process can be detected in Europe, where 15 million Muslims live. “A new trans-cultural society has been created– even though governments make their best to stop it–, as well as a democratic Islam, creatively re-interpreted by young Muslims who were born in Europe.”

“Unfortunately– Rivera adds– Islam has become a reference point for the poor and excluded on a global scale, replacing third-worldism. We must oppose this doctrine of the clash of civilisation: it envisages a subordinate Europe to the US and Islam as the absolute and indomitable enemy. There is nothing new about it: in the past Europe has been often connected to its diversity, to the idea of “Orientalism”. It is commonplace in Western history, and it is brought back to the surface every time an enemy is needed.”

Nahla Chahal – Lebanon
The focus of Nahla Chahalan  speech is how we perceive the other, but also the expectations and the suspects all have towards others. 

By considering the idea “EuroMed”, there is evidence of a “euro-centric” trend, because this definition includes the Mediterranean and Europe, as if the latter is not already part of the Mediterranean area, or as if it should be identified as something separated. Moreover, the other actor in the Mediterranean area is not clear: it is not the Arab world (EuroArabia) for example, but an undefined Mediterranean, where Europe is once again included. Europe is included twice and in the meanwhile the other actor is not clearly defined. This causes fears because it recalls the colonial vocation of Europe (or at least part of Europe which acted in the name of the community, which is meant as a cultural identity and not as a geographical one). Therefore, choosing the right terms is very important and luckily Medlink was chosen rather than another name.    

Secondly, the idea of Islam is not monolithic. There are different aspects of Islam depending on different social approaches. As for all ideologies, it depends on the interpretation according to the different individual interests, which are often in opposition one to another. An interpretation of Islam even implies legitimating Communism! It is incredible to see how this important aspect has been ignored in a moment when Islam is seen as oppressor and women’s enemy. As you can imagine, Eva does not exist according to Islam, neither the original sin caused by a woman!! We all know that the religious oppression of women is due to the episode involving the original sin. According to Islam, the equality between man and women before the transgression of God’s order is clear, and it can be seen in many suras in the Koran. 

But on the one hand there is the text on the other the practice; and it is very interesting to understand why such a developed religion wants to oppress women. The main reason is represented by the theological hardening of the Islam, by the rejection of the so called «al Ijtihad», namely the renewal: this rejection goes hand in hand with the interests of a social class who rules in the name of Islam. In Europe, the discussion is based only on marginal issues such as the issue of the headscarf, and it does not involve those who fight for rights every day. We and the despots share the same religion but we are different.

I think it is important to recall my ideological roots, which belong to the Communist ideology. However, I feel closer to a Hezbollah who fights against injustice and oppression rather than a Communist party which accepts to be part of the neo-colonial conquest, and he decides to arrive in Baghdad on American tanks and accepts the political process set by the American governor in Iraq, Paul Bremer. This is not due to obstinate ideological choices, but to real facts: stances, fights. In this context, Islam should be trusted by the left-wing parties. In the Arab world which is destroyed and threatened by a total disintegration, there is a lack of perspectives. 

The task of our European comrades must be helping to think about the reconstruction by understanding our characteristics without focusing too much on insurmountable «a priori» conditions.

Danijela Babic (Croatia)

What is the connection between the Mediterranean sea and the Balkans? Babic suggests there is none. Or, if there is one, it is not clear: the world “Mediterranean” is used for tourism, for advertisement.

“Croatia– she explains– does not want to be assimilated to the Balkans and looks at Europe as a symbol of civilisation, but not at the Mediterranean basin. Worsened standards have boosted ignorance and, therefore, created stereotypes on the international situation. The Arabs are evil and are colonising Europe.

This attitude has caused a strong comeback of racism, especially towards refugees, who are sent to Croatia from Europe.”

In this context, Babic claims, the role of the Church has been crucial. The support of Christian values as opposed to Muslim ones fostered further discrimination, thus preventing the implementation of real peace.

Dhebra Haouachi (Tunisia)

In her speech the representative of the Tunisian students focuses on the conflicts, especially modern ones, brought about by monotheistic religions, as opposed to, for instance, the pagan period. 

“Monotheism indeed leads to absolutism, to the foundation of theocratic bases”.

Secularism has been a major achievement, a crucial step towards progress. We cannot let it be questioned. We need to take advantage of global communication, which is “trivialised and exploited by extremists”.

That is why, CULTURAL DIALOGUE is the right tool, because culture has as its centre the man, unlike religion.

“Culture must become our stronghold against obscurantism!” she says.

Yasser Qassim – Iraq

Yasser Qassim, from al-Mesalla Center of Human Resources Development, thinks that the crisis in the inter-religious dialogue is the actual crisis to be tackled, because dialogue is what prevents the elimination of the other. 

“In Iraq the US invasion made civil society face new problems, for which it was not ready. The Iraqi people does not want occupation and some use non-violent resistance, especially in the South, in Bassora.”

The problem is, as Qassim explains, that there are three types of resistance:

a) the one aimed at the restoration of the Ba’ath party and funded by Syria;

b) the one connected to al-Qaeda, according to which Sunni Muslims are traitors, and the main responsible for the destruction of most infrastructures;

c) extremist militias, related to religious environments and supported by Iran and Syria. 

“Provoking casualties does not mean resisting, resistance must be non-violent if you want to have tangible results”, he claims..

Hocine Azem – Amazigh 

The representative of the Amazigh World Congress shares with the Medlink audience the story of his region, Kabylie, which is oppressed by the Algerian central government.

“Kabyle society promotes respect of human rights, equality, democracy and secularism: that is why we are isolated and oppressed by the Algerian government”

The Amazigh committees were founded after a boy was killed and no information was given by the Algerian Minitser of the Interior about it. 

“Europe has to urge the international community to put an end to this situation. I invite all of you to come and visit Kabylie”, Azem concludes.

