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PREFACE

Individually, human beings are admirable. They demonstrate compassion,
understanding and curiosity as well as intelligence. Collectively, they can be the
opposite; bigoted, selfish, brutal and intolerant. This simple paradox is at the heart
of the dilemmas about groups, ethnicities, class and nationalism. This is the way
that people see each other, dealing alternatively with individuals and generalities,
with specific relationships and collective attitudes. There are inherent
contradictions, like the people who say they cannot stand the Romanys but then
add “I have one living next door; he’s great”. Whilst it is inevitable that there
should be categorisations, for this in the way we organise our understanding of the
world, these generalisations can be as dangerous as they are useful.

As in any scientific analysis, any social terms can be broken down into component
parts. The term ‘Asian’ is at once an opposite to something other, and a term of
such variety that it is meaningless. The concept of a religious belief, like
Christianity, might be a demarcation line against other faiths but the reality of it is
one of sects, of sects within sects, of divisions ever more specialised and ever more
vehement. The individual attempts to bring meaning to his of her life, but the most
obvious self-identities are the generalised belongings that depend on defining
oneself against alternatives.

We live in a time when we are particularly conscious of the tensions of difference.
The increasing means of communication, the globalised economy and the
interconnectedness of peoples brings awareness of the differences to the fore.
Those communities that could live side be side in harmony and in forgiving petty
intolerances, like Christians and Muslims in the nineteenth century Ottoman
Empire, are torn apart by international events and the awareness of larger, more
implacable forces (Bloxham 2005). This makes us the more aware of cultural and
religious differences, of culture clashes and of terrorism.

What remains unanswered is whether the troubles of which we are aware are the
manifestation of a general discontent and disequilibrium which finds its expression
in the most readily available forms of finding an enemy to blame, or whether
terrorism is in the hands of the volatile few who, as terrorists have been since their
hey day in the late nineteenth century, are a minority the more effective for the
passive indifference of the many. “The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Avre full of passionate intensity” (Yeats: The Second Comiig








































































