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The Mirror
Of Unreason

The demonisation of Saddam Hussain tells us something
disturbing about ourselves, Kain Raoins suggests

I t is just two years since
Francis Fukuyama ann-
ounced the triumph of the
Western idea. With the total
exhaustion of viable system-
atic alternatives, he told us,
the ascendancy of western
modernity and its universal
culture was unchallenged
and unchallengeable. With
the war now raging in the
Middle East we might fed
tempted to question such cer-
tainty. Not Fukuyama.

For him, the Gulf war is no
more than the challenge of a
criminal to society. 'Weinha
bitants of the post-historical
world, he trumpets, ‘will
have to keep in mind that the
truly fundamenta transfor-
mations in world politics are
not going on in a desolate
Middle Eastern desert, but
back in cette vielle Euroge
which was the cradle of the
idea of human freedom'.

Thisismorethan just crass.
Fukuyamas confidence in
the superiority, and the
supremacy, of western mod-
ernity should be seen as
dangeroudly blind and arro-
gant. Of course, we can see
Saddam as a gangster and a
bully, the 'violent boy from
Al-Ouja. Popular psycholo-
gica accounts in the press
tell of achild who wasbeaten
by his step-father and who
turned into a self-important,
paranoid and sadistic adult.

On a more epic scae, we
can imagine how this emo-
tionally crippled child muta-
ted into a second Hitler. His
3/“ ar|1d b&srt)i(;asjegature stands

irectly o to our just
and CK/iliged culture. ,JAnd
don't forget his militant rel-
igion: Idlamic fanaticism
and fundamentalism can
never be reconciled with

(our) Reason and Truth and
Enlightenment.

And s0, as s0 often before,
we have the encounter of
good and evil. Saddam repre-
sents the forces of irrational
barbarism that must always
be contained and controlled
by the forces of reason and
sanity. And once again, of
course, it isup to cette vielle
Europe and its civilisational
offspring, America, to day
the dragon, to vanquish the
alien; these UN crusaders
must take on the 'beast of
Baghdad' and his 'empire of
terror'. Reason, universal
reason, must be madeto pre-
vail in the new world order -
even, or perhaps, especialy,
in that desolate Middle East-
ern desert.

The terror that has ruled in
Iraq under Saddam's regime
is tragically clear. The atro-
cities are grimly recorded
and documented in reports
by Amnesty International
and Middle East Watch and
in Samir al-Khalil's Republic
Of Fear. There can be no
understatement; we cannot
describe these events as
other than evil.

But let us not stop here in
our excoriations. Remember
where many of Saddam's
weapons of destruction ori-
ginated: Britain, the United
States, France, Germany,
Switzerland and Italy have
all played a part in develop-
irg? hisnuclear, chemica and
ballistic capabilities. Rem-
ember the West's complicity
with Irag when Iran was its
Satan. And remember, too,
the lessons in scientific
death that we in the West
have given throughout this

bloody century.
It is too easy to project al
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the evil outwards into that
desert and then to believe
that al is wdl in our own
garden. Whatever the sub-
stance of the case against
him, there still remains some-
thing fundamentally obscur-
antist in the demonisation of
Saddam. Accusations against
his criminality and bestiality
are related to the desire to
purify our own culture and
civilisation.

To see him as the embodi-
ment of irrationality isto be
certain of our own rational
cause and motives. Which is
to say that defences are being
erected to protect the inte-

rity of Western culture, of
the Western idea. The sym-
bolic damnation of Saddam-
Hitler may then reved a
great deal about the fears
and anxieties, and maybe
even the guilt, of this post-
historical world. It may ref-
lect something disturbing at
the heart of western modern-
ity and rationality.

Two distinct, though inter-
related, forces have shaped
modern Western culture and
identity. The first, asso-
ciated with the European En-
lightenment, has been the
centrelity of reason as the
congtitutive principle of mod-
ernity itself. The Enlighten-
ment was about the dissolu-
tion of 'pre-modern’ custom
and tradition, and its replace-
ment gP/ a more forma and
rational management of eco-
nomic and politica life.
Above dll, instrumental and
Eurposive rationality has

een at the heart of thewhole
pr(éf'ect of Western science
and technology which has,
over the last two centuries,
transformed the natural and
social orders.

The second force defining
the modern West has been
the intensive and intense
encounter with other cul-
tures brought about by im-
perialist expansion. Some-
thing new was developing in
the 19th century, argues the
historian Albert Hourani,
something 'created by the
vast expansion of the Euro-
pean mind and imagination
so asto appropriate al exist-
ing things.'

In this quest to appropriate
the WOI’|((ZI:I the We;r;garrl?ed to
define its own uniqueness
against the other, against
'non-Europe’. If the political
reality has aways been one
of conflict and disunity, the
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construction of an imaginary
Orient helped to give unity
and coherence to the idea of
the West. This Orient was,
moreover a mirror in which
Europe (and subseguently

America) could see reflected
its own supremacy. In learn-
ing to account for its differ-
ence from non-Europe, it
aso had to account for this
supremacy, for the unquest-
ionable success it had had in
i ing its hegemony on
‘inferior’ cultures.
Fundamental to both its dif-
ference and its inherent
superiority, it seemed, was
the principle of rationality
It wes on this basis of this
rationdity, embodied in mo-

dern science and technology,
that cette vielle Europe had
tnurrgahed throughout the
world, had made itself the
universa point of reference.
This rationality it came to
seeasthebasisof auniversal
culture; the justification for
its claim to define universal
values, to defineitsvalues as
universal.

Modernity is defined against
pre-modernity, reason against
Irrationality and superstition,
and this divide is map
to a symbolic geography that
counterposes the West and
its Orient. Its Orient, bec-
ause if 'the West' did not ex-
ist, then the Orient could not
exist ether. It is 'the West'

Liain

irabinE
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that has given both existence
and identity to 'the Orient'.
And the existence and ident-
ity it has bestowed is one of
congtitutive inferiority and
deficit.

Oriental culture is a sub-
altern culture, conceived
through the very process of
its subjugation and subordi-
nation to the universal cul-
ture. And it is a culture
defined by what it lacks
(modernity, rationality, uni-
versality); its 'otherness' is
defined in terms of the back-
wardness, the irrationality
and the particularity of its
values.

This confrontation has ass-
umed its most intense and
confrontational form in the
encounter with Islam. Since
the time of the crusades, the
relation between Mudims
and Christians has been
founded on mistrust, misgiv-
ings and misunderstandings.
In the Middle East, the expe-
rience of modernity and
modernisation could only be
negotiated in the context of a
long history of colonid and
missionary activities. In this
region, it was an involuntary
experience, another kind of
crusading invasion, and it in-
volved a deep sense of des-
pair and humiliation.

Hourani describes a sense
of secondariness in contem-
‘ooraryArabldentlty 'Itisno

onger to have a standard of
values of one's own, not to be
able to create but only to
imitate; and so not even to
imitate correctly, since that
also needs a certain origin-
dity." In the face of df-
proclaimed Western univer-
salism, Islamic and Arabic
culture was shaken to its
foundeation.

Within the terms of this
self-proclaiming universal
culture, moreover, there
could be no escape from this
degradation. Islam was infe-
rior in its very essence. In
Western eyes (though con-
trary to historical evidence),
it was constituted as a con-
servative culture, a culture
of dogmatisn and fanati-
cism. History and progress
were possible only in the
West. Islam, by contrast, was
a static culture, an eternally
medieval and feuda culture;
it was the culture of imposs-
ible modernisation. And it
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could not be otherwise.

It could not be otherwise
because the very difference
and supremacy of the West
were constructed around
this image of Arab and Ida
mic otherness. 'Our’ civilisa
tion was defined against
‘their' barbarism; ‘our’
ty against 'their' bestiality.
If that irrational culture had
access to our rationality and
science, what would be the
implications for the Western
sense of difference and uni-
queness? If that backward
culture could modernise it-
«df, where would we then
find the mirror to reflect our
superiority.

This unthinkable predica-
ment of modernity in the
Orient is what now confronts
the West in the Gulf. In this
war, Saddam is assaulting
the norms that have defined
Western uniqueness and sup-
eriority; he Is violating the
boundaries that have diffe-
rentiated rationality and ir-
rationality, Western mod-
ernity and the pre-modern
Orient. He has armed him-
sdf with the munitions of
modernity, not only with ‘con-
ventional arms’, but also with
an arsenal of nuclear, bio-
logical and chemica wea
pons.

But heis by nature - by his
Arab and Oriental nature -
irrational. When equipped
with the scientific instru-
ments of warfare, Saddam's
inherent irrationality can
only become explosive; with
modern technologies he is a
monstrous and psychotic
force. The armies of Rea
son, the dlies of the post-
historical world, must then
suppress this crazed Unrea
son. They must outlaw the
'mad dog’. They must crush
what defence secretary Tom
King has called Irag's ‘'mons-
trous military machine'. What
cannot be tolerated is the
monster that pretends to
modernity.

We have imagined Saddam
in terms which stand diame-
trically op, to our civili-
sation and culture We have
imagined him as absolutely,
and monstrously, 'other'. To
see him in this way has made
it possible - has mede it
logical and rational - to set
fireto the night skies of Iraq.
But is that what Saddam is?
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Is he the primitive and irra-
tional dien? Might there not
be reason in his madness?

Saddam uses our weapons,
the weapons that we have
sold him, and he uses them,
like us, in arational and cal-
culating way. Heisacunning
military strategist: he has a
‘game plan' for the war, and,
according to Genera Cdlin
Powdl, he is ‘'resourceful’
and 'ingenious in imple-
menting it. Saddam embo-
dies the aspirations and logic
of modernity. He is modern-
ity as it now exists in that
part of the world. Saddam is
a mirror - a distorting mir-
ror perhaps, but a mirror
nonetheless - reflecting an
imageof us.

The West does not like what
it seesin that mirror. But let
us be clear about just what it
is that it is seeing. It is the
monstrous side of its own
modernity; it is the irre-
sistible spread of its own
Eroject, a project that has

een marked by both ration-
ality and violence. Saddam is
not an dien monster, a
monster against modernity,
but rather a monster born of
modernity, a monster within
modernity. As the Libera

Democrat leader, Paddy Adh
down, unwittingly intimated,
'we are now haunted by a
monster which we helped to
create’. This is the parado-
xica truth that we cannot
stomach.

Many commentators have
described the creation of a
Frankenstein's monster in
Irag. Like Mary Shelley's
creature, Saddam is a mons-
ter created through the
globd spread of modernity.
In him, too, our fear of
modernity's monstrous asp-
ect is projected onto an ele-
mental hatred of the 'other.
Saddam must be arace apart.

If Iraqg is in the process of
modernisation, then it is an
alien kind of modernity that
can never be acceptable to
the civilised world. Like
Frankenstein's monster, Sad-
dam must be banned from
civilisation. Only through his
exclusion can reason be rec-
lamed in the name of univer-
sa progress and humanity.
And so the 'smart' technolo-
gies of Western reason are
now being mobilised to smash
the 'other'.

Saddam is, nonetheless, a
part of modernity. Can we
ignorethereality that, inthis
globa culture, there is no
place that modernity has not
reached? How can we con-
tinue to de-link the 'other';
from the project of modern-
ity? Saddam’s means of war
are products of modern
science and technologP/, as
are those even more lethal
systems being unleashed
against him by the Western
allies. It is difficult for us to
acknowledge that violence
and destruction, on both
sides, are expressions of
'rational’ behaviour; that 'rea-
son' may be at the heart of
violence.

If Saddam's third-world
modernity is contaminated
by a direct and brutal vio-
lence, the military exploits
of post-historical modernit
are, by contrast, clinicd,
surgical and sanitised. We
are fascinated by the way
our 'smart weapons are
mobilised to 'knock out' and
'take apart', to 'neutralise'
and 'cleanse, enemy targets
inwhat is called the 'theatre’
of Irag and Kuwait. We are
seduced by what science can
do in the name of freedom
and civilisation. What dis-
tinguishes us from Saddam
is our sggerior, perhaps su-
preme, ability to screen out
the death and muitilation. Itis
this that makes us more ad-
vanced. We are smply bet-
ter at being modern.

Theallies, George Bush tells
us, are'onthe side of God'. 'l
have resolved al mord
guestions in my mind', he
says, 'this is black versus
white, good versus evil'.
With our moral rectitude,
our modernity and military
science, we look set to pre-
vail against the evil Saddam
and his ramshackle modern-
ity. The Western idea will
stumble on. Its post-history
will be driven by the same
fantasies and phobias as its
wretched and ravaging his-
tory. White versus black.
Good versus evil. Us against
them. But at what cost?

The Spanish reporter, Al-
fonso Roja, describes a
woman in Baghdad, her eyes
smouldering, shouting down
at a crowd of Western jour-
nalists: 'l's this what you call
Western civilisation?
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