READ THIS ARTICLE AND SEND YOUR OPINIONS TO ACTIVITIES. 

ISLAM AND EUROPE

SILVIO BERLUSCONI'S comments about Western superiority attracted a barrage of criticism, but there can be no real comparison between representive democracies and Muslim theocracies. 

A few months ago Silvio Berlusconi, the Italian prime minister,  brought down a torrent of international condemnation on his head for his now infamous comments that "we in the West must be aware of the superiority of our civilisation, a system that has guaranteed well-being, respect for human rights and - in contrast with Islamic countries - respect for religious and political rights". He added that he felt that "Islamic civilisation is stuck where it was 1,400 years ago".

Mr Berlusconi's remarks were insensitive, particularly at a time when the West is trying to build a coalition with Islamic countries to fight terrorism by Islamic fundamentalists. He was predictably forced to apologise but he did not retract his opinion.

Still, while recognising that it was an inappropriate time for Berlusconi to say such things, many people in Britain, Europe and America will secretly agree with him.

Extreme fundamentalist Islamic regimes, such as that of Afghanistan, are an affront to civilisation. Women are treated as little better than beasts of burden; they are denied education, property, and even medical treatment. 

They are stoned to death if they are discovered committing adultery. Their inferiority is enshrined in law, and their testimony in a court of law is worth half that of a man.

It is a capital offence to convert to Christianity or Judaism. Men and women have no political rights, there is no possibility of free speech and the country has been impoverished, indeed economically destroyed by the mullahs' insistence on forcing obedience to Islamic law in every minute detail.

The horrible persecution of the people of Afghanistan by their Taliban rulers has become the public face of Islam in the West. That persecution is not, of course, the essence of Islam itself, or indeed any necessary part of it - any more than was the regime of Ayotallah Khomeini in Iran. (Khomeini, in between stoning adulterers and burying other offenders alive, banned chess and musical instruments as "an offence against God".)

All citizens are not equal before the law: women are of inferior status to men. Punishments are often barbarously violent. There is very little individual liberty, and there is often no freedom of religion at all.

The conflict between a secular and a theocratic view of politics and the state lies at the heart of the conflict - if such there is - between Western societies and those of Islam. It is not an issue on which there is much room for compromise.

