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BERNARD
lEwis

face to face with

Lewis is also one of the more divisive figures in the study of Islam 
and the Muslim world. His analysis and interpretation of the Mus-
lim world, particularly vis-a-vis the United States after the fall of 
the Soviet Union, made him one of the most sought-after regional 
specialists among journalists, policymakers and political pundits. 
His seminal essay, “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” which appeared in 
the Atlantic magazine in 1990, could very well be responsible for how 
an entire generation of post-Cold War thinkers perceived the Muslim 
world.

As part of an ongoing series of interviews with influential thinkers 
affecting the Muslim world, I was able to sit down with Professor 
Lewis and learn his perspective on the rapid changes taking place 
in the Middle East and whether he has changed his outlook of the 
region as he enters his 95th year.

He agreed to meet me in his home in Princeton, N.J. one Monday 
morning. His small house is off a side street near the main gates of 
Princeton University. Upon opening the door, he greeted me warmly 
and led me down a hallway lined with shelves of books, opening into 
a large bedroom that he converted into a library with bookshelves 
spanning the entire room, floor to ceiling. His home certainly fit the 
profile of a lifelong academic approaching the century mark.

We met for almost an hour and a half, discussing a wide range of 
topics – from the Arab Spring to the idea of democracy in Islam. 
While the words he used to articulate his perspective may have been 
a little softer due to my presence, it did not seem that recent events 
have changed his thinking. Lewis’ body of work speaks for itself. 

The mainstream media often cites Bernard Lewis as the doyen 
of Middle East studies. His writing and publications are prolific, 
easily filling numerous shelves at most university libraries. 
Regardless of one’s opinion of his views, there can be little doubt 
over his impact on the academic study of the Middle East, as 
well as popular perceptions of the Muslim world. 

on islam, the West anD the clash

amIna chaudary: In your often-quoted 
article, “The Roots of Muslim Rage” 
in The Atlantic, which shares a theme 
in many of your other works, you write: 
“This is no less than a clash of civiliza-
tions – the perhaps irrational but surely 
historic reaction of an ancient rival 
against our Judeo-Christian heritage, 
our secular present, and the world-
wide expansion of both. It is crucially 
important that we on our side should not 
be provoked into an equally historic but 
also equally irrational reaction against 
that rival.” I suppose you consider that 
the rival is Islam, or Muslims. So my 
question is, after 21 years of writing 
the article, do you believe there is still 
a clash of civilizations between “our 
Judeo-Christian heritage” and what you 
say is the rival – Muslims or Islam? 

bernard lewIs: i think there were clash-
es. i think it was accurate in the past. There 
is still a confrontation, there is no doubt 
about that. But i think confronted with 
the modern world or with the rest of the 
world, i think people are becoming aware 
that the Western and islamic civilizations 
have more in common than apart. it was a 
German scholar, c. h. Becker, who said a 
long time ago that the real dividing line is 
not between islam and christendom;  it’s 
the dividing line east of islam, between 
the islamic and christian worlds together 
on the one hand and the rest of the world 
on the other. i think there is a lot of truth 
in that.
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ac: So you no longer consider it a “clash” 
today? That’s interesting given the wide 
range of influence that term has had 
through today. Did anything in particu-
lar change over that time period to make 
you say it’s no longer a clash and that 
there is a bit more potential for coopera-
tion?  

bl: Well i think the main thing is the 
growing awareness in the christian, or 
should i say the post-christian, world 
and the muslim world, of these facts and 
of their confrontation with another world 
outside, a growing awareness of what they 
have in common. in the West nowadays, 
it’s very common to talk about the Judeo-
christian tradition. it’s a common term. 
The term is relatively modern but the real-
ity is an old one. one could with equal jus-
tification talk about a Judeo-islamic tradi-
tion or a christian-islamic tradition. These 
three religions are interlinked in many 
signification ways, which marks them off 
from the rest of the world. and i think 
there is a growing awareness of this among 
christians and among Jews, and even to 
some extent to some muslims. That’s hap-
pening for obvious reasons.

ac: In the same article in “Roots of 
Rage,” you say: “And then came the great 
change, when the leaders of a widespread 
and widening religious revival sought 
out and identified their enemies as the 
enemies of God, and gave them ‘a local 
habitation and a name’ in the Western 
Hemisphere. Suddenly, or so it seemed, 
America had become the archenemy, 
the incarnation of evil, the diabolic 

opponent of all that is good, and specifi-
cally, for Muslims, of Islam.” Do you still 
hold to the belief that Islam is at war with 
America?

bl: not specifically with america but with 
the Western world in general for which 
america is rightly perceived as the leader. 
muslims naturally saw christendom as 
their arch rival. one point that is really 
important to bear in mind, particularly in 
addressing an american audience, and that 
is that the islamic world has a very strong 
sense of history. in the muslim world, his-
tory is important and their knowledge of 
history is not always accurate but is very de-
tailed. There is a strong historical sense in 
the muslim world, a feeling for the history 
of islam from the time of the Prophet until 
the present day. and for most of that time, 
there was a confrontation between the Dar 
al-islam and the Dar al-harb. The Dar al-
harb to the east did not matter so much. 
The Dar al-harb to the West was the one 
that mattered because this was the rival 
claimant. you see christians and muslims 
have one thing in common which they do 
not share with their other religions as far as 
i know. They claim to be the fortunate re-
cipient of God’s final message to mankind. 
The Jewish point of view is different. The 
Jewish Talmud says that the righteous peo-
ples have an equal place in paradise. The 
christians and muslims agree in rejecting 
that; they claim that they are the fortunate 
recipients of God’s final message and those 
who accepted will go to heaven and those 
who rejected go to hell. so there is a long 
struggle between the Dar al-islam and the 
Dar al-harb, which in effect was christen-
dom. This was the perceived enemy. and 
this has inevitably colored the perception 
of everything else.

ac: This Dar al-Harb and Dar al-Islam 
theory is very much a medieval theory 
that does not remain relevant today given 
the dramatic difference in the way na-
tions are conceived, operated and gov-
erned between now and when the theory 
was originally articulated hundreds of 
years ago. So, you understand that the 

struggle is necessarily between Islam 
and the West. Of course we are all very 
familiar with the harm in creating this 
dichotomy of “Islam” and “the West.” 
Something that I discussed with Samuel 
Huntington and that he agreed too was 
the danger in attempting to establish in 
theory “separate worlds” that are not at 
all separate or divided.  Do you continue 
to identify it in that way? 

bl: from the muslim point of view, it is 
between the Dar al-islam and the Dar al-
harb. at the moment, the important part 
of the Dar al-harb is the West. in the past 
it has been elsewhere, whether it was in-
dia, china or elsewhere. But at the present 
time, it’s the West, because this is the alter-
native, the rival. christians and muslims 
share the belief that they are the fortunate 
recipient of the final message.

ac: I really struggle with this citation of 
Muslims, and the Muslim world catego-
rizing people in only one of two ways, as 
you bring up the Dar al-Islam and the 
Dar al-Harb.  This presupposes that all 
Muslims or “the Muslim world” is unified 
in existing in viewing the world in one of 
two ways only.  When I read the “Roots of 
Rage,” from my experience and based on 
my research, I don’t at all get that same 
feeling of being at “war” with America or 
the “Christian” world nor that the world, 
or Muslims, exist in this way, particularly 
given the deep roots of Islam within the 
“west.”

bl: But the rage is widely expressed and 
very strongly expressed. i’m not saying 
all muslims share it, but it is a powerful 
factor in muslim public communications. 
That doesn’t say that all muslims or a ma-
jority of muslims share it. But probably 
of those who are articulate. The ones who 
don’t share it prefer to keep silent for un-
derstandable reasons. They want to go on 
living.

ac: Muslims go on denouncing any acts 
of violent or terrorism directed at the 
West or anywhere else, plus given the 
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generations of Western Muslims. Grant-
ed, there are radicalized voices within 
Islam now waging a war, but what makes 
this radicalization you mention differ-
ent from other religions and other sects 
also undergoing strains of radicaliza-
tion? Isn’t this radicalizations across the 
board?

bl: i don’t think you see this in the chris-
tian world. in the christian world, as you 
remember, christianity is in the 21st cen-
tury, islam is in the 15th century. i don’t 
mean to say that islam is backward; i mean 

to say that there are certain experiences that 
it hasn’t gone through. christianity had 
the great religious wars of the 17th century. 
islam, fortunately for the muslims, did not 
have that. christianity worked out a sys-
tem of toleration. islam was always more 
tolerant of christendom. if you look at the 
movement of refugees, in lenin’s phrase, 
“the people who voted with their feet,” the 
movement of refugees until comparatively 
modern times was overwhelmingly from 
West to east, not from east to West. ref-
ugees of all kinds were constantly fleeing 
from christendom to the islamic lands. 
Jews of course and muslims of course, but 
even some christians and the movement 
of refugees went overwhelmingly that way. 
look at the position of Jews, the common 
minority shared between the two. People 
nowadays try to condemn it by saying that 
Jews and christians in the muslim state 
were second-class citizens. you must have 
heard that phrase. and this is used obvi-
ously as a condemnation. in modern terms, 
yes, second-class citizenship is a condem-
nation, but go back a little. second-class 
citizens with citizens’ rights recognized 
and defended by the state and accepted 
by public opinion is much better than no 
citizenship at all, which is the fate of the 
rest of the world in most of its history. The 

position of non-muslim minorities in the 
islamic states until modern times (in mod-
ern times it has deteriorated as you know), 
but in modern times it was vastly better 
than at any time in christendom. i always 
put it this way that it was never as good as 
christendom at its best and never as bad as 
christendom at its worst.

on the War in iraq 

ac: In 2004, Time magazine named you 
to its “Time 100” list and argued that, 
“No scholar has had more influence 
than Lewis on the decision to wage war 
in Iraq.” In 2004, you continued your 
outspoken support of the American in-
vasion, stating that the war “was worth 
it” and that you maintain the position 
that Iraq could have been the opportu-
nity to create an impact on democratiz-
ing the region. And this democracy was 
one that needed to be created by a closely 
monitored American system. We knew 
then that Iraq would not be a model for 
democracy, so were your assumptions in-
correct that  an American invasion would 
bring about “democracy” as you argued? 

bl: my position on that has been misrep-
resented again and again and again in the 
media. let me make it clear. There are two 
wars in iraq. The first one was absolutely 
necessary and entirely justifiable. saddam 
hussein had attacked and invaded Kuwait, 
a sovereign independent state, it was a bla-
tant act of aggression, and action was jus-
tifiable and necessary. i have no problems 
with that at all. The second one was a dif-
ferent matter. you remember that after that 
(first Gulf War), iraq was divided. There 
was a southern zone, which was more or 
less controlled by saddam, and a northern 
zone, which was shared between Kurds 
and shiites, which worked fairly well. The 
northern zone in iraq was extremely suc-
cessful. it was peaceful, it was prosperous, 
the schools and universities were function-
ally normally. everything was going really 
really well. now, at a certain point, the lo-
cal leaders, the Kurds and the arabs came 
up with an idea.  They said that they would 
like to proclaim an independent govern-
ment of free iraq. now an independent 
government of free iraq proclaimed in 
new york or Washington or london or 
Paris would be meaningless. But one pro-
claimed in iraq would really be meaning-
ful. now they made it perfectly clear that 

they did not want any military help. on the 
contrary, they said that would be counter-
productive. They were perfectly capable of 
handling the military situation. They had 
complete control of the north and they had 
many promises of support from the south. 
all that they asked for was a clear state-
ment of political support and recognition. 
They never got it. They asked the clinton 
administration and all they got was waffle. 
They asked the Bush administration and all 
they got was waffle. unfortunately this, i 
think, was the right thing for them to ask 
for; it would have been the right thing to 
give them but they never got it. and in-
stead we had that second invasion in iraq, 
which i think was a great mistake. i did 
not support that. and that was not the line 
of policy that i supported. i was in favor of 
giving help and recognition to their own 
project for an independent government of 
free iraq, which was what the Kurds and 
arabs in the north had proposed at the 
time.

ac: So in 2004, when you were making 
the press rounds, you’re saying your sup-
port was for not the American invasion of 
Iraq but for the Iraqis to build their own 
democracy?

bl: helping the iraqis. Giving them what 
they ask for but not more than that.

ac: I ask this just to be clear, that the per-
ception is very much that you were one of 
the biggest proponents for the American 
invasion in Iraq.

bl: i know, that has been said again and 
again and again. and it is just simply not 
true.

ac: And, if I may, your name is often 
times cited as engaging with, if I may 
in quoting various articles, neocon-
servatives’ like George W. Bush and 
Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, 
and in this way you were encouraging of 
their push towards an American inva-
sion in Iraq. Do you disagree with this?  

bl: Well i am on good terms with Bush 
and cheney, that’s true. i don’t know what 
you mean by neoconservatives, it’s a term 
used in many ways. But simply on this 
point, i know it is said repeatedly that i 
was in support of the american invasion in 
iraq. it is simply not true. i was in favor 

B E R n A R D L E W I S

“one could With 
equal juStification 
talk about a judeo-
iSlamic tradition or 
a chriStian-iSlamic 
tradition. theSe 
three religionS are 
interlinked in many 
Significant WayS.”



8 6  |  T h e  i s l a m i c  m o n T h l y s u m m e r  /  f a l l  2 0 1 1  |  8 7

of helping the iraqis, and most specifically 
ahmad chelebi and the Kurdish leader-
ship to set up an independent government 
of free iraq. i think that would have been 
the right thing to do, i think it would have 
been successful and i think it was a great 
mistake not to do. The whole thing was 
badly handled.

on Democracy in the miDDle east

ac: I came across a recent interview in 
2011 to the Wall Street Journal, where 
you said: “We have a much better chance 
of establishing – I hesitate to use the word 
democracy – but some sort of open, toler-
ant society, if it’s done within their sys-
tems, according to their traditions.” For 
the most part, it seems you changed your 
position about democracy in the “Muslim 
world” eight years after the Iraqi failures? 

bl: no, i thought so then and i think so 
now. The word “democracy” is a Western 
word obviously. it doesn’t exist in arabic. 
Democratiya is a loan word. We in the 
Western world make the great mistake of 
assuming that ours is the only form of good 
government; that democracy means what it 
means in the anglo-american world and a 
few other places in the West, but not many 
others. muslims have their own tradition 
on limited government. now in islam, 
there is a very strong political tradition. 
Because the different circumstances, islam 
is political from the very beginning. moses 
led his people through the wilderness and 
he wasn’t permitted to enter the Promised 
land. Jesus was crucified. mohammad 
founded a state which soon became an em-
pire, so that islam from the very beginning 
is involved with government, with politics. 
and therefore there is a very clear strong 
political tradition in islam. and i think 
the important point which i’ve been try-
ing to get across is that islam, from the 
very beginning, is strongly, clearly opposed 
to autocratic dictatorial government. The 
idea which we so often hear expressed in 
the Western world, that’s how they are, 
that’s how they will always be and they 

can’t do anything else. That’s nonsense. on 
the contrary, islam explicitly rejects dicta-
torship and there are no traditions of the 
Prophet or passages in the Qur’an which 
clearly give dictators this support. 

ac: So when we look at what is happen-
ing now in the Middle East, in Egypt 
and Tunisia for example, we see these in-
digenous, nonviolent democratic move-
ments for change, in spite of Western 
intervention. These were to protest West-
ern-backed autocratic dictators. Yet, no 
American, British or Western flags were 
burned, despite the fact that these leaders 
were in rule for so long against the demo-
cratic system they wanted. They were 
acting as less a humiliated people than 
a people seeking dignity. How does this 
square with your thesis regarding Mus-
lim rage where you state that Muslims 
are a humiliated people rather than those 
seeking dignity?

bl: i think the most important single is-
sue there is the muslim awareness of his-
tory, which has no parallel anywhere else, 
certainly not in the Western world, where 
there is an overwhelming ignorance of his-
tory. muslims are very keenly aware of the 
history of their community, of the history 
of that relationship between their commu-
nity and the rest of the world. and they 
have had this all through the centuries and 
are very much heightened by modern com-
munications. i mean now you have mus-
lims in the muslim world who can com-
pare their situations with people elsewhere 
and they find that very humiliating. 

ac: But the issue here is that these move-
ments represent a democratic process and 
is an expression of a certain type of will 
that is less so related to the question of 
humility than it is related to the question 
of acquiring a sense of dignity.

bl: They certainly want to acquire a sense 
of dignity. But one of the strengths of is-
lam is that it does give dignity. a remark-
able feature of islam is that it gives dignity 

even to the humblest illiterate peasants. it 
gives them a certain human dignity which 
one doesn’t find in other societies. one 
finds it in christendom but not elsewhere 
in the world. and even in christendom, it 
is limited. islam does give human dignity, 
certainly. The point i wanted to make is 
that it is great foolishness to try to impose 
our notions of democracy. They have their 
own traditions.

ac: This “they” you keep referring to, do 
you mean Muslims? Like me?

bl: yes, the muslims. They have their own 
traditions. The important point to bear in 
mind is that the whole muslim tradition is 
totally and unequivocally opposed to auto-
cratic and oppressive government. This is 
very, very clear. now in opposing that, we 
always talk about freedom in the Western 
world, they always talk about justice. Very 
often we mean the same thing. But what 
we do mean, what in the Western world 
we call human rights, in the islamic world, 
they don’t talk about rights. now they do, 
but in the past they didn’t. it wasn’t part of 
their terminology. But really it’s the same 
thing.

ac: But are you then arguing that it was 
always part of the Western terminology?

bl: no, it’s comparatively modern. it’s 
equivalent to islam basically. so there is no 
difference. in the Western world, it begins 
in the 18th century, or rather late in the 
17th century with the english revolution. 

ac: So where do you argue there is a 
difference? 

bl: What is it that distinguishes good gov-
ernment from bad government?

ac: Accountability or responsiveness to 
the needs of the people.

bl: yes, you see in the muslim traditions, 
it’s very clear: maintaining law and consul-
tation, not being arbitrary and oppressive. 
consultation. and also in the muslim tra-
dition, the power comes from within the 
group. i think that’s very important. 

on turkey 

ac: I want to talk to you about Turkey, 
this idea of democracy. You used Turkey 
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at one point as being the example for the 
possibility of democracy in the Muslim 
world, but as of recently, your position 
has changed. Could you explain that?

bl: Well it’s what has been happening in 
Turkey. The country has been taken over by 
the present rulers and they have been very, 
very skillful and taking over everything 
and taking over control over everything 
and now taking control over the judiciary. 
They will be taking over the constitution. 
unless there will be some radical change, 
which is unlikely, i will say the tradition 
of Kemalism will be dead in Turkey. and 
Turkey is becoming a more islamic state, in 
the traditional sense.

ac: Would you consider that Kemalism 
itself came with a certain amount of op-
pression and despotism? Wasn’t that a 
relatively harsh or oppressive process 
that had to happen?

bl: yes, mustafa Kemal’s government was 
certainly authoritarian, but he had a saying 
which is profoundly true, i don’t remember 
the exact words, but what he said was that i 
am a dictator so that there will never again 
be a dictator in Turkey, and i think that 
was right. he felt that there were certain 

changes which needed to be made. he 
wanted to make those changes, he felt they 
were essential. 

ac: Under the AKP party, according to 
Freedom House, political and civil lib-
erties have improved in Turkey over the 
past 10 years. What exactly concerns you 
about Turkey’s transition? If the people 
of Turkey are freer and enjoy greater civil 
liberties, then why is their rhetoric of Is-
lam of concern to you? 

bl: i’m not sure that they are freer there. 
There are a number of prosecutions for 
newspapers for publishing things. There 
is now a sort of government takeover even 
now of the judiciary. no, i think that the 
growing government control of the press is 
very clear. Turkey is still not a dictatorship, 
there is still some freedom of the press, but 
i think it’s moving in the wrong direction.

ac: Is it just that the army was seen as 
the “arbiter” of democracy but there were 
also issues in that perspective as well?

bl: The army intervened a number of times.

ac: Which it has not done in the last 10 
years. 
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bl: Which it has not done. The last time 
was what they called their post-modernist 
coup. and when they intervened, they did 
very discreetly and in the background and 
so on. The army is now under control. The 
judiciary is under control. you see in Tur-
key, they had a remarkable success story in 
building up a democracy. i was in istan-
bul for most of the year 1950. That was 
the year when the government held free 
and fair election, was defeated and sim-
ply withdrew from power and handed it 
over to the opposition, without precedent 
in middle eastern history. That was a re-
ally remarkable time and it was a fascinat-
ing and rewarding experience to be there 
at that time. now since then, there had 
been one attempt after another. What i 
was going to say was the army intervened, 
but immediately after having intervened, 
they restored the constitution, and they 
withdrew again. now this happened three 
times, three times the government was be-
ginning to go astray, trying to establish its 
own dictatorship. The army intervened, re-
stored the democratic political process and 
immediately withdrew again. no less than 
three times, they did not retain power, they 
went out of power. The fourth time was 
what they called their post-modern coup. 
They didn’t actually do it; they just threat-
ened to do it that time. since then, i don’t 
know what’s been happening in Turkey 
and i’m perturbed. on the other hand, i 

see encouraging signs of democracy devel-
oping in other places in the middle east. 
in Tunisia, in iraq, and now in egypt. Tu-
nisia is the one muslim country that does 
something for girls and education. as far 
as i know, this is the only muslim coun-
try where this is true. There is compulsory 
education for girls from the age of 5.

ac: But this is also true in Iran. 

bl: in iran? i’m not sure.

ac: And in fact, I think the majority of 
university graduates are women.

bl: That’s true, yes. But certainly Tunisia 
was the first. it’s been like that for a long 
time and women play an important part 
in Tunisia. There are women in all profes-
sions. Doctors, dentists, lawyers, politi-
cians, journalists and so on. and i think 
that namik Kemal was right in saying that 
one of the main reasons that the muslim 
world fell behind than the West was, as he 
put it, we deprive ourselves of the talents 
and services of half the population. if you 
put it that way, it’s very clear. how can you 
hope to keep up with the Western world? 

on foreign invasion 

ac: You have argued that: “If we turn 
from the general to the specific, there is 
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no lack of individual policies and actions, 
pursued and taken by individual West-
ern governments, that have aroused the 
passionate anger of Middle Eastern and 
other Islamic peoples. Yet all too often, 
when these policies are abandoned and 
the problems resolved, there is only a lo-
cal and temporary alleviation.”

bl: yes. That’s true.

ac: Many would argue and I’ve heard this 
argument many times, that the anger re-
mains  because of disrupt from foreign 
intervention. For example, foreign inter-
vention in Afghanistan has created the 
context for religious conflict in Pakistan 
for the last 30 years – granted Pakistan it-
self has made many poor decisions along 
this path – yet the fact remains that sec-
tarian tension was never this bad before 
the Soviet war in Afghanistan. How do 
you react to these current events in rela-
tion to your quote?

bl: as far as the particular grievances are 
concerned, obviously the particular griev-
ances are important and solving them is 
a good thing, but solving them does not 
end the general situation. it merely makes 
room for another grievance. i don’t mean 
by that that the grievances are an excuse. 
The grievances are certainly useful. in most 
of the countries in the muslim world today, 
most of them are autocratic regimes that 
are unpopular if not detested by their peo-
ple. They need a scapegoat and for a long 
time the imperialist served that purpose. 

ac: If you look at the broader Mus-
lim world, particularly Indonesia, 
Malaysia…

bl: Well things are much better there.

ac: Right. The majority in the “Muslim 
world” live in a democratic, largely lib-
eral, open society. The question here is 
focusing on particular cases of interven-
tion and how those interventions have 
impacted the process of greater liberal-
ization or freedom in these countries. 
I understand you can always blame the 
external aggressor, but could foreign in-
tervention have played a greater role in 
creating a radical backlash? 

bl: you see, the problem is that there is no 
foreign intervention. in the past, foreign 

intervention was obviously a major prob-
lem. foreign domination, or if not domi-
nation, interference. But that has ended. 
There is no foreign domination; there is 
minimal foreign interference. The cold 
War has ended. The soviet union no lon-
ger exists. The united states is showing 
minimal and diminishing interest in the 
muslim world. They now have to confront 
their own problems. The old excuses are 
gone. The old justifications are gone and 
therefore the anger of people is turning 
increasingly against their own rulers. and 
this creates a new situation and new ten-
sions and for the rulers, a new problem.  
They are still trying to use some of the 
old arguments but they don’t carry much 
weight. Blaming the imperialists nowa-
days is obviously absurd, as is blaming the 
americans, who obviously don’t have the 
slightest desire to control anything in the 
middle east. The american desire is to get 
out as quickly as possible and the general 
view is that now that the cold War is over 
and the soviets are no longer a problem, we 
have no reason to stay there, let’s get out. 
They will have to confront their own prob-
lems. israel provides a useful scapegoat but 
it’s a limited one. 

on israel

ac: On the question of Israel, I notice a 
consistent theme throughout your books 
where you have the East and the West. So 
where does Israel lie? Is it an Eastern or a 
Western country? What are the cultural 
values of Israel?

bl: That’s a very interesting question. it’s 
both. you see, one reason which i find 
particularly fascinating about israel is this. 
There is no such thing as a Jewish civili-
zation. There is a Jewish culture, a Jewish 
religion, but there is no such thing as a 
Jewish civilization. The Jews were a com-
ponent basically of two civilizations. in the 
Western world, we talk about the Judeo-
christian tradition. you could equally 
well talk about the Judeo-islamic tradition 
because there were large and important 
Jewish communities living in the lands 
of islam. Jews lived and flourished under 
christian rule and under muslim rule with 
breaks and interruptions and occasional 
problems. But generally speaking, Jewish 
history for the last 2,000 years or so has 
been in those two parts of the world. There 
are few Jews in insignificant numbers in 

india and china. it seemed that Judaism 
could only survive as part of either the 
christian or the muslim world. so when 
we talk about the Judeo-christian or the 
Judeo-muslim tradition, it’s important to 
remember that we are speaking of a Jewish 
component of civilization, but not in itself 
a civilization. What is happening now in 
israel is that you have a coming together 
of Jews from the christian world and Jews 
from the muslim world with different 
cultures.

ac: Like Sephardic Jews?

bl: Well they call themselves sephardic 
Jews, but that’s not the important thing. 
The important thing is that some come 
from the muslim world and some come 
from the christian world. i would call 
them the muslim Jews and the christian 
Jews. it sounds absurd but you know what 
i mean. so these internal clashes in israel 
nowadays are in a sense a continuation of 
a clash between islam and christendom 
through their former Jewish minorities and 
it works out in a number of different ways. 
it’s fascinating to watch. and i hope they 
succeed in finding a compromise. at the 
moment, there doesn’t seem to be much 
sign of it. 

ac: What’s one thing that most people 
would be very surprised to know about 
you?

bl: That i’ll be 95 next month. also, most 
people would be surprised to know that i 
read detective stories.  §
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