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From Fear to Trust between Islam and the West:
Positioning Faith-based Organisations in International Relations

Ayla Gol

“America is not — and never will be — at war
with Islam.” (Barack Obama, 2011)

“As the Holy Quran reminds us: nations and tribes
were created to know one another. Diversity is a
richness, not a threat”. UN Secretary-General

Antonio Guterres (UN 2021)

Introduction
When the terrorist attacks on the United States of America (US) shook the world on September
11, 2001, its aftereffects changed the relations between Islam and the West. Most of the 9/11
terrorists were from Saudi Arabia and claimed that they carried out the attacks in the name of
Islam. Their terror tactics were unprecedented by using airplanes and religion to attack the US,
which caused controversy about their motives. Firstly, a superpower was attacked by non-state
actors on an ideological level for the first time in the international politics of the twenty-first
century. Hence, Islam was a threat to the West. Secondly, the very aim of terror is to cause
extreme fear and intimidate the public, which they achieved by sending shockwaves of 9/11
throughout the world. Thirdly, fear is one of the basic emotions ignored in world politics, partly
because international relations focus on states as rational actors. Therefore, the discipline of
International Relations (IR) was unequipped to explain the cause of the 9/11 terrorist attacks
since the role of ideologies, culture, religion, and emotions were ignored as irrational factors.
In post-9/11 world politics, the relations between Islam and the West were shaped by
fear and distrust, as will be explained in the context of Huntington’s “Clash of Civilizations”
thesis. Despite the fact that neither Islam nor the West is a single phenomenon, the diverse

communities of Christians and Muslims are perceived as unified entities. The main challenge



is whether interfaith interrelations as bridge-building are possible between Christian and
Muslim communities to overcome the impacts of fear and distrust at the international level. In
this chapter, | argue that bridge-building requires not only turning the narratives of ‘Islamic
threat’ and ‘Islam versus the West” on its head but also building trust between these
communities. Is this possible through the activities and visions of non-state actors such as faith-
based organizations (FBOs)? For the analysis of this chapter, | use a commonly accepted
definition of FBO which states that an FBO “derives inspiration from and guidance for its
activities from the teachings and principles of faith or a particular interpretation or school of
thought within a faith” (Clarke and Jennings, 2008: 6 in Ware, Ware, and Clarke, 2016: 322).
Interestingly, IR includes secular Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the study of
world politics, but not FBOs until recently. Even though “the dichotomy between FBOs and
secular NGOs is rather artificial and problematic” IR’s overlooking of FBOs is puzzling (Ware,
Ware and Clarke, 2016: 322).

Therefore, this chapter explores the possibility of building trust between Islam and the
West by positioning the increasing role of FBOs in international relations. Its methodology is
twofold: Firstly, a contextual analysis of Islamic descriptions in the Quran to trace the origins
of the ‘threat’ to Christianity and historical narratives about the fear of Muslims — Islamophobia
— and misleading interpretations of jihad — lesser and greater — in Western media and
policymaking. Secondly, a critical analysis of two FBOs’ activities and practices: Finn Church
Aid and Islamic Relief Worldwide. Particularly, | offer a new interpretation of trust from an
interdisciplinary perspective that highlights the role of FBOs, based on ‘cultural proximity’, in
cooperating towards building trust via their common visions of peacebuilding activities in
international relations. Nevertheless, building trust beyond prejudices is a complex process that
requires challenging Islamophobia to overcome deeply rooted ideological fundamentalism and

then encouraging the peacebuilding visions and activities of FBOs at the international level.



The Fear of Islam in the post-9/11 Era
Although IR overlooked ‘religion” until the 9/11 terrorist attacks, other disciplines such as
anthropology, sociology, philosophy, and theology have extensively debated the issues of faith
and religion (Asad 1993; Beckford 2003; Geertz 1973; Weber 1922). From a political science
perspective, Samuel Huntington’s ‘Clash of Civilisations’ thesis, developed at the end of the
Cold War, has become one of the most (mis)leading explanations of world politics (Cesari,
2013: 3). Huntington argued that “[t]he great divisions among humankind and the dominating
source of conflict will be cultural. ... The clash of civilizations will dominate global politics.
The fault lines between civilizations will be the battle lines of the future. The conflict between
civilizations will be the latest phase of the evolution of conflict in the modern world”
(Huntington, 1993: 22). Islam was identified as one of the non-Western civilizations and
perceived as a threat and intrinsically violent with bloody borders. Furthermore, as one of the
monotheistic religions, Islam is the world’s fastest-growing religion (Lipka & Hackett, 2017).
According to the Pew Research Centre, the number of Muslims increased from 1.1 billion in
1990, 1.6 billion in 2010, and 1.9 billion in 2020, to an estimated 2.2 billion in 2030. “Muslims
will make 26.4% of the world’s total projected population of 8.3 billion in 2030” (PRC Report,
2011). The perceptions of an ‘Islamic threat” and Muslims as ‘the internal and external enemy’
seem more real than ever in the West as a result of increasing migration flow to Europe from
Muslim countries due to civil wars, economic crises, and political instability (Cesari, 2013: 4).
Before the 9/11 attacks confirmed the presence of the Islamic threat to the West, the
Cold War international politics was shaped by the conflict of ideologies between the US-led
capitalist West and the Soviet-led communist East (Green, 2019: 103). With the collapse of the
Soviet Union, the threat of Communism disappeared, and 9/11 presented another threat, Islam.
In international politics, the immediate responses took shape by the discourses and the US

policies of the global “War on Terror’ (GWOT) (Ibid., 112). Based on the US security interests



and threat perceptions, the GWOT highlighted the differences between Islam and the West,
shaped by the well-known discourses of ‘us and them’ and sustained by the politics of fear (Gol
2010: 1). In foreign policy, these discourses legitimated the US-led invasion of Iraq to promote
democracy in the Middle East. In the following years, Western interventions in Afghanistan,
Irag and Libya created the “colonial present” and made regional insecurity worse than in the
past (Gregory 2004).

While many scholars agree that fear itself is a primordial emotion that crosses over
historical, cultural and social contexts, it is only recently that IR scholars have engaged with
fear (Kierkegaard 1941; Robin 2004; Walton 2004). As Booth and Wheeler argue, “despite the
pervasiveness of fear in human interaction”, it arrived at the “international stage” on September
11 2001, never as “fear itself” (2008: 63-64). But, “as Robin has put it, fear was ‘wrapped in
layers of intellectual assumption’, some of which ‘were woven centuries ago, that fashion our
perceptions of and responses to it””” (Robin 2004: 27-8 in Booth and Wheeler, 2008: 64).

This argument is critical for this chapter’s analysis concerning the rise of Islamophobia
because it explains why the Western perceptions of ‘threat’ and ‘fear’ of the other — Muslims
—have identified Islam as the enemy of the West. Fear as an existential condition of uncertainty
in human life is based on the ‘us and them’ dichotomy, which is also commonly used by both
individual and collective identities. The emotional reaction we feel as fear is caused by a sense
of danger (real or imagined), which threatens harm to things we value, either already in the
present or the imagined future. In domestic politics, state leaders can use ‘fear’ to manipulate
public opinion and present a specific group, ideology, culture, or religion as a threat to ‘national
security’ and interests. As experienced in post-9/11 international politics, Western leaders used

the fear of Islam as a collective security threat to shape political agendas.



The rise of Islamophobia

In international affairs, the following attacks of al-Qaida and its allies failed to repeat the scale
of 9/11 on either the US or European states. However, their use of political violence has fed
into ‘the fear of Muslims’ and ‘Islamophobia’ (Alden 2010; Esposito and Kalin 2011; Morgan
and Poynting 2012; Igbal 2020; Daudi 2023). The very aim of terror is to destroy the effects of
trust between societies. More specifically, the bomb attacks after 9/11 in Indonesia, Saudi
Arabia, Turkey, and other parts of the Muslim world suggested that the terrorists wanted to
destroy trust between Islam and the West. After these terrorist attacks, Arabic words such as
‘jihad’, “Salafi’ and ‘jihadists’ have become part of new discourses and even daily vernacular
in Western media, academia and policymaking. For example, while ‘jihad’ refers to a struggle
or fight against the enemies of Islam,” ‘jihadi’ is described as ‘an Islamic militant’ in the Oxford
Dictionary of English (Stevenson, 2010).

In post-9/11 world politics, the fear of Muslims and the Islamic threat has merged into
Islamophobia in daily discourses, especially the far-right-wing media, intellectuals, and
political leaders (Cesari, 2013: 85-6). According to Massoumi Mills, and Miller (2017), like
the five pillars of Islam, there are also ‘five pillars of Islamophobia’: (1) the institutions and
machinery of the state; (2) the far-right, incorporating the counter-jihad movement; (3) the
neoconservative movement; (4) the transnational Zionist movement; and (5) the assorted liberal
groupings including the pro-war left and the atheist movement.

This chapter’s analysis is in line with Massoumi et al. that we need to critically situate
Islamophobia within existing power structures of the state in international politics. This
approach is crucial to identify the root causes rather than looking at its symptoms by focusing
on the media only. Powerful political groups, such as far-right and neo-conservatives, can
manipulate the media industry (social and traditional) to produce anti-Muslim discourses

within the broader political agenda (Bazian, 2018: 282; Daudi, 2023: 88). Such a critical



approach is also essential to locate the fear of Islam at the international level. As Booth and
Wheeler argue, “the international system is a threat system not only because of the capabilities
that others have to inflict harm but also because of ideological fundamentalism” (2008: 78).

Building on these arguments, | relate the rise of Islamophobia to ‘ideological
fundamentalism’ and the continuum of the ‘Clash of Civilizations’ debates in international
politics that presupposes ideological fault lines between cultures and religions, not only a recent
problem of stereotyping and (mis)representation of Islam and Muslims. This chapter adopts
the United Nations (UN) definition of Islamophobia:

Islamophobia is a fear, prejudice and hatred of Muslims that leads to provocation, hostility and
intolerance by means of threatening, harassment, abuse, incitement and intimidation of
Muslims and non-Muslims, both in the online and offline world. Motivated by institutional,
ideological, political and religious hostility that transcends into structural and cultural racism,

it targets the symbols and markers of being a Muslim.

This definition emphasises the link between institutional levels of Islamophobia and
manifestations of such attitudes, triggered by the visibility of the victim’s perceived Muslim
identity. This approach also interprets Islamophobia as a form of racism, whereby Islamic

religion, tradition and culture are seen as a ‘threat’ to Western values (UN, n.d.).

Looking through an Islamophobic lens gives a myopic view, which misses interfaith
interrelations and cultural exchanges that have taken place between the Islamic and Christian
civilizations for centuries. During the Mediaeval times, Arabs were advanced in science,
mathematics, and philosophical progress through “a synthesis of Muslim and neo-Platonic
ideas” (Geaves and Gabriel, 2004: 2). The situation was reversed during the Muslim encounter
with European colonialism and the rise of Orientalism in the nineteenth century (Said [1978]
1993). The end of colonial rule gradually brought the emergence of new nation-states in the
Muslim world, mimicking Western political and economic systems and legal codes, but hardly
challenged Western superiority in science, technology, and knowledge production. Throughout

this entangled history, each faith and culture borrowed from each other, while the directional
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movement of knowledge depended on whichever civilization was more powerful. However, a
new form of American hegemony replaced European colonialism in the twentieth century and
‘neo-Orientalism’ progressed with ‘internationalist dimensions’ in post-9/11 era (Alden, 2010:
141; Green, 2019: 83). Looking through the Islamophobic lens it was clear that Muslim
societies need to be modernized and democratized. Such narratives and distorted views
legitimated Western — US, UK, and EU — neo-colonialist interventions in the Middle East. The

next section unpacks the layers of these views, starting with the contextual analysis of jihad.

Jihad: lesser and greater

Concerning Islam’s interactions with other religions, two critical notions of Islam are the most
discussed in classical jurisprudence and international politics in the post-9/11 era: jihad
(struggle) and Dar al-Islam (House of Islam), where Muslims in the majority and Dar al-Harb
(House of War), where Muslims are in the minority. A better understanding of interactions
between two faiths requires consulting the primary sources, of which the Qur’an is the basis of
Islamic law (Sharia). There are four primary sources of Islamic law: the teachings of the
Qur’an, the records of the traditions and doings of the Prophet Muhammed (hadith), the sayings
and acts of the Prophet (sunna), and the jurists’ interpretation of primary sources (relevant
verses in the Qur’an and hadith or sunnah — a process known as ijtihad). In the Qur’an, there
is neither a ‘threat’ perception nor an innate hostility towards Christianity. As two monotheistic
religions, the two religions accept the legitimacy of the other and are not intrinsically opposed
to each other. For example, the Qur’an confirms this in Surah Al-Ma’idah (The Table) 5:82:
“You will surely find the most intense of the people in animosity toward the believers [to be]
the Jews and those who associate others with [Allah], and you will find the nearest of them in
affection to believers those who say ‘We are Christians’. That is because among them are

priests and monks and because they are not arrogant” (The Qur’an, 2014: 106).



The Qur’an also praises the Christians for their lack of arrogance and being humble and wise,
hence, who are more trustworthy than the Jews. According to Gabriel, in comparison to
Christians, the Jews also “reviled Mohammed’s prophethood and the Qur’an at Medina. It is
also to be remembered that the Prophet advised his followers who were not under clan
protection to take refugee from persecution by the Quraysh with the Christian king of
Abyssinia, the Negus” (Gabriel, 2004: 4).

As indicated earlier, a contextual analysis of ‘jihad’ is crucial to differentiate between
greater and lesser jihad. The Qur’an neither defines what jihad means nor explicitly specifies
the precise conditions under which jihad is obligatory or permissible. However, jihad is
translated as ‘struggle,” not ‘war.” For ordinary — aka moderate — Muslims, the lesser jihad is
about the struggle against the enemies of Islam, but the greater jihad is the spiritual struggle
within oneself against sin. Significantly, the Sufi mystics of Islam often consider ‘jihad’ “as an
internal spiritual struggle against evil within the self. However, the examples of jihad in the
Qur’an involve physical violence against those seen as the enemies of Islam. Only in the hadith
is the definition explicitly broadened to include other forms of struggle” (Jenkins, 2008: 8).
One of Prophet Mohammed’s sayings indicates the greater jihad’s importance in the following:
“Have | not informed you? The believer is the one who is trusted with the lives and wealth of
people. The Muslim is the one from whose tongue and hand people are safe. The one striving
in jihad in the way of Allah is the one who wages jihad against himself in obedience to Allah”
(Helwa, 2020: 56).

Although jihad is accepted as a religious obligation in both the Qur’an and Hadith, and
not necessarily synonymous with violence. However, there have been historical and political
conditions when jihad included violence. As Jenkins argues, during the Prophet’s lifetime,
lesser jihad was used as ‘defensive warfare against hostile neighboring tribes and for political

purposes to spread Islam that helped expand the influence of the fledging Muslim community



(ummah) (Jenkins, 2008: 9). During warfare, there were specific rules to prevent the acts of
unjust Killing. According to Helwa, “[a]s a result of the divinely declared holiness of human
life (5:32), the rules of defensive warfare in Islam are stricter than those of many modern
countries. For example, in combative jihad in defense of the freedom of religion, combatants
cannot kill women, worshippers, the sick, elderly, children, non-combatants, or civilians”
(Helwa, 2020: 55). After “the Prophet’s death, jihad became almost solely offensive” (Jenkins,
2008: 9). Nevertheless, “in theory at least, Muslims are forbidden from making war on each
other or on non-Muslim communities of the People of the Book [ahl al-kitab] who have
accepted Muslim protection and suzerainty” (Ibid). Furthermore, the Qur’an allows the killing
of enemy combatants in a battle, but it also instructs Muslims to save those who submit to Islam
(Surah At-Tawbah — Repentance - 9:5) (The Qur’an, 2014: 160). Hence, jihad — lesser and
greater — is a complicated notion, but the use of Islam for political purposes by 9/11 terrorists
led to simplified and, therefore, misleading interpretations in international politics.

Another Islamic concept, Dar al-Harb, is further explanatory for challenging post-9/11
misinterpretations. In Dar al-Harb, Muslims are allowed to engage in jihad for freedom to
practice their faith and ways of life, even where Muslims are the majority. Most importantly,
most Western states would be considered Dar al-Sulh (House of Peace), where Muslims might
be in the minority but granted religious and cultural rights. However, if Muslims living in these
societies have obstacles in observing their religion, it raises concerns about whether Western
states are ideal for the conditions of Dar al-Sulh. For many Muslims, these concerns are
insufficient to apply the category of Dar al-Harb to Western states (Bakir, 2022: 5).

Furthermore, militant Islamic groups such as al-Qaida and the Muslim Brotherhood
would not consider even most Muslim states as Dar al-Islam. Therefore, the attacks on
Indonesia, Turkey and Saudi Arabia could also be interpreted as a evidence of their exclusion

from Dar al-Islam. For example, the founding father of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt,



Sayyid Qutb (2006 [1964]), criticized Muslim nations with Western-inspired constitutions as
‘Jahiliyya’ (ignorance). The contextual analysis of these notions indicates that the origins of
hostility, particularly towards the West, cannot be traced theologically and historically among
ordinary Muslims who are the majority of the ummah, but politically as in the case of
fundamentalist groups and movements (Gabriel, 2004: 17). This political dimension is at the
core of manipulations in relations to the fear of Islam. Moreover, fear and trust are two
primordial emotions that are closely related but kept separated and/or overlooked for a long
time in international politics. This is why the fear of Islam in international politics has been
problematized in the previous section, and the next section will explore how we can overcome

it through much-needed but overlooked FBOs’ visions and activities at the international level.

Building Trust and FBOs in International Relations

In international political debates, trust is referred to as “a belief that the other side is
trustworthy, that is, willing to reciprocate cooperation and mistrust as a belief that the other
side is untrustworthy or prefers to exploit one’s cooperation” (Kydd, 2005: 3). Similarly, for
Booth and Wheeler, “trust is the refusal always to mistrust, despite the arena of world politics
being existentially uncertain and historically dominated by the dynamics and images of
international conflict” (Booth and Wheeler, 2008: 251). While realists in IR argue that trust is
impossible at the international level, idealists believe that building trust among states could be
achieved through preferred structural transformations to overcome uncertainty. In either case,
the argument is based on the state's behaviour as rational actors and ignores the non-rationalist
variables of ideology, culture, and religion, as mentioned earlier. Therefore, trust as a
primordial emotion cannot be explained through rationality only but requires a

multidisciplinary approach that includes non-state actors and human agency (lbid., 234).



In world politics, there is enough evidence to demonstrate the importance of the human
factor in building trust or lack thereof. As two strong emotions, fear and trust are two sides of
the same coin, and they can be altered. In comparison, the politics of fear is manipulated by
political leaders, and trust can be built on changing perspectives of the other. For example,
during the Cold War, the Soviet Union was the enemy of the West, which led to the idea of
McCarthyism and the following policies in the US. However, by the end of the Cold War in
the 1990s, the fear of the ‘communist’ Soviet Union was replaced by trust towards Soviet
leaders because they opened up to Western ideas and wanted to become one of the security
providers in world politics. Initially, Gorbachev’s Perestroika and Glasnost were included in
political debates, and even these Russian words entered the English language. However, most
recently, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has changed the image of Russia once again as an
aggressor in world politics since February 2022. Therefore, as mentioned earlier, the lack of
trust or building trust is not static but can change depending on human factors and
interpretation.

Similarly, when terrorists carried out the 9/11 attacks, it highlighted the importance of
human agency and fear in international relations. Afterwards, the narratives of ‘Islam versus
the West’ were discursively constructed based on fear, which was then easily manipulated by
politicians. While the other as unknown is feared, the members of a collective shared identity
— ranging from class, gender, ethnicity to nationality — trust each other, either because of a
human evolutionary process or self-fulfilling prophecy that their trustworthy expectations or
lack of it are reciprocal. While the West was presented as a unified block around the idea of
Western liberal democracy and security seekers, Muslim societies were presented as a
monolithic cultural block and inherently aggressive group. This notion of group-based trust
makes it easy for policymakers to generalize discourses and politics about Islam versus the

West. However, this approach ignores that trust is also interpersonal; an individual — a state



leader or an ordinary believer — has an expectation of another, which can change the perception
of fear as explained earlier in relation to Gorbachev and Western leaders in post-Cold War
politics.

For building trust between Christian and Muslim communities, the logic of my
argument is twofold: on the one hand, building trust among different communities requires a
change of mindset that encourages interfaith interrelations; and on the other, building trust
begins at the grassroots level outside the state, by non-state actors such as FBOs and human
interactions. Hence, from an interdisciplinary perspective, | incorporate Palmer’s idea of
‘cultural proximity’ with Livny’s new interpretation of trust that trust ‘can be restated as the
expectation of encountering a conditional cooperator’ between faith communities (Livny 2020:
74). As Palmer argues, the ability of FBOs to reach diverse communities through ‘cultural
proximity’, is noticeable. Given the fact that ‘cultural proximity’ is based on common concepts,
values, and worldviews FBOs can ‘conditionally cooperate’ towards building trust via their
common visions of peacebuilding activities in international relations (Palmer, 2011: 96). The
expectation of encountering conditional cooperation based on the cultural proximity of FBOs
around their visions and activities of peacebuilding is the key for moving from fear towards
trust between different communities. There is already evidence in the literature that
international organizations, especially the UN and “the World Bank entered memoranda of
understanding with several FBOs addressing ‘peace and reconciliation’ that both Christian
Finn Aid and Islamic Relief can build on conditionally cooperating at the international level”
(Marshall, 2005: 10 cited in Ware, Ware and Clarke 2016: 327).

Building on these arguments in the literature, | focus on how FBOs can bring different
religious communities together to facilitate cooperation and promote peaceful dialogue that
will help to overcome prejudices between Islam and the West in international relations.

Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the US, many non-Christian FBOs were discredited



because of increasing Islamophobia, as explained earlier. For instance, “by 2009, the US had
500 organizations on its financing terrorism watch list” (Tittensor and Clarke 2014: 3).
Meanwhile, European governments (Denmark, Finland, Norway, and UK, among others) have
created opportunities to fund and collaborate with religiously inspired aid organizations
(Tittensor and Clarke, 2022: 173). In particular, my critical analysis focuses on the vision of
Finn Church Aid (FCA) and Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW) that contribute towards training
religious and traditional leaders to become influential peacebuilders and creating fairer and
more peaceful societies (FCA, n.d.; Islamic Relief Approach, n.d.). Both FBOs are chosen
methodologically because they highlight their religious background and have local, national,

and international networks.

Finn Church Aid: Right to Peace (R2P)

There is growing literature on the varied roles of faith and FBOs in conflicts and peacebuilding.
While religious differences can play a significant role in violent conflicts, faith leaders and
organizations can positively engage in peacebuilding in post-conflict societies (Nicholas, 2014:
246; Ware, Ware, and Clarke, 2016: 328). Among the well-established Christian FBOs, FCA
is the largest Finnish non-governmental organization (NGO) that specializes in international
aid by supporting local communities and promoting social justice in three strategic themes:
Right to Livelihood, Right to Quality Education, and Right to Peace (FCA, 2022: 4-9). FCA is
a rights-based actor and a founding member of ACT (Action by Churches Together) Alliance,
a global coalition of faith-based organizations (FCA, 2021: 7; FCA, n.d.). This chapter focuses

on the R2P to draw valuable insights from building trust and peace between communities.

Since its foundation in 1947, FCA has undertaken a range of initiatives aimed at

building peace in some of the world’s most fragile countries in Africa, Asia, and the Middle



East (Uganda, South Sudan, Somalia, Kenya, the Central African Republic, Myanmar,
Cambodia, Nepal, Jordan, and Syria) and supporting peace in Israel and the Occupied
Palestinian territories and Ukraine most recently (FCA, 2022: 10-11). While FCA puts women,
youth, and refugees, as well as religious and traditional actors, at the centre of peacebuilding,
they engage with local communities, including training clan elders, to become effective peace-
builders, create conflict-solving mechanisms, and initiate interfaith dialogue in influencing
national and international peace processes (FCA, n.d.). For example, FCA’s work in Somalia
between 2007 and 2010 involved local and international organizations during the Transitional
Federal Government (2004-2012). In particular, the FCA program focused on supporting
religious leaders’ conflict resolution in “northern Somalia and Somaliland (Peace Initiative
Project, PiP). Given the intertwined nature of religious and traditional (clan) leaders in Somalia,
FCA and its partners, the Danish Refugee Council and International Horn University,
broadened the scope of the conflict resolution project to encompass both social groups. Project
reports note that it facilitated the resolution of more than a dozen clan-based conflicts in
Somalia between 2008 and 2012 (Lepistd, Gisselquist and Ojala 2018: 77). FCA activities
combined all international, national, local, and individual levels that led to the achievement of

their peacebuilding initiatives.

In 2009, FCA decided on “Peace in Somalia” as one of the main focuses and supported
“the advocacy of religious leaders for peace and reconciliation in mosques, communities and
conflict hotspots (as part of PiP)” at the Somalian national level (Ibid). At the international
level, on the one hand, FCA established closer links and collaboration with the Somali diaspora
in Finland; on the other hand, “FCA’s plan stressed influencing UN decision making on
Somalia, especially with the goal of supporting open and participatory peace processes” (1bid).
Building on the knowledge that traditional (clan) and religious leaders had been side-lined for

decades, FCA initiated a ground-breaking plan to facilitate dialogue and build trust between



local leaders and the UN Security Council mandated agency. FCA collaborated with the UN
Political Office for Somalia (UNPQOS) to launch a joint project called Somalia Outreach and
Reconciliation (SOR) Initiative, which included Somalian tribal and religious elders in “the

federal-level peace and state-building work” in 2010 (Ibid., 78).

Among the priorities of FCA, the Network for Religious and Traditional Peacemakers
stands out for its international aspect. The Network directly resulted from the UN’s response
to the increasing awareness that religious and tribal authorities are vital but overlooked and,
therefore, underutilized actors in peace processes. Following the UN Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon’s report followed the General Assembly’ Resolution with the same title
“Strengthening the role of mediation in the peaceful settlement of disputes, conflict prevention
and resolution” and the supporting guidance titled ‘UN Guidance for Effective Mediation’ the
Network was initiated in 2013 (UN 2011; UN 2012). FCA hosts the secretariat of the Network,
of which the main objective is to improve the effectiveness and sustainability of international
and local mediation efforts by strengthening local ownership and supporting the positive role
of religious and traditional leaders in mediation and peacebuilding. The Network’s activities
include assignments to consult, mobilize, and facilitate contacts with the religious and
traditional leaders; carry out baseline assessments; convene task forces with thematic
focuses; and train UN and state mediators and religious and traditional leaders. Among these
activities, the Network also emphasizes gender differences by providing channels to support
female religious and traditional leaders and sensitizes men to the issues of women’s rights and
the benefits of non-discrimination and the inclusion of women. FCA supports the Network’s
initiatives and activities for ‘peacebuilding as a long-term, transformative process’ that
includes local, national, and international levels (FCA, n.d.). Drawing on the successful

experience of FCA in supporting local communities while engaging in building trust and peace



with partnerships and international collaboration, the next section extends the analysis to an

Islamic FBO.

Islamic Relief: Creating Fairer and More Peaceful Societies

Among the Muslim FBOs, Islamic Relief (IR) was founded in 1984 in the UK as an
independent NGO by medical doctors and activists. Initially, it was “established by Muslims
for fellow Muslims” (Tittensor and Clarke, 2022:178). As explained on the Islamic Relief’s
website, their fundamental five values are guided by the teachings of the Qur’an and the

prophetic example (Sunnah):

Sincerity (ikhlas) — We are driven and motivated by sincerity to God and our duty to
humanity.

Excellence (ihsan) — A commitment to excellence is a hallmark of our operations,
programmes and conduct towards the vulnerable people we serve.

Compassion (rahma) — Every life is precious, so we join other humanitarian actors in easing
the suffering caused by disasters, poverty and injustice.

Social Justice (adl) — We empower poor and vulnerable people to have their rights fulfilled
and to achieve their God-given potential.

Custodianship (amana) — We value and protect the Earth and its resources, including its
people, and we aim to honour the trust people place in us to be transparent and accountable
(Islamic Relief Website, n.d.).

Since its foundation, Islamic Relief has become one of the leading Muslim charity
organizations working in over forty-five countries worldwide helping over 10 million people
every year globally and expanding itself to Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW). As one of the
signatories to the International Red Cross Code of Conduct and Red Crescent Movement in
1999, Islamic Relief states its commitment to impartiality, neutrality, and independence
(Tittensor and Clarke, 2022: 179). For critical scholars, this emphasis indicates Islamic Relief’s
shift from working for solely religious values to better adapting to Western secular concerns
within the humanitarian space (Ibid.) Consequently, Islamic Relief’s key activities evolve
around adapting to the climate crisis, creating fairer, more peaceful societies, disaster risk

reduction, humanitarian quality assurance initiative, leaving no one behind, commitment to



safeguarding, supporting women’s rights, and commitment to sustainable development.
According to the Annual Report of IRW in 2021, the fundraising efforts reached a record £123
million globally to fund their programmes and support campaigns for social justice (IRW,
2021: 36). IRW’s emphasis on fundraising and private sources is noteworthy to show how the
FBO maintains it autonomy and avoids co-option by government funding and donor agencies
(Ware, Ware and Clarke, 2016: 328-9). Increasingly, their campaigns have become more
secular in scope, including protecting those affected by gender injustice, climate change and
the refugee crises (IRW, 2022: 38-43).

Similar to FCA’s success in utilizing pious values, the initiatives of IRW include
working with religious leaders and using their knowledge of Islamic teaching to tackle harmful
practices such as gender-based violence, advocate for peace, respond to the climate crisis, and
protect vulnerable children from abuse, child labour and human trafficking (IRW, 2021: 36).
Funded by the Swedish Government’s International Development Cooperation Agency
(SIDA), Islamic Relief’s peacebuilding projects contribute towards building trust in local
communities, irrespective of race, religion or gender. Building on the UN call for “sustaining
peace”, Islamic Relief’s programmes, “which bring in a blend of peacebuilding, development,
and humanitarian activities are called - triple nexus — programmes” (Islamic Relief, 2019: 12).
Therefore, the triple nexus approach is at the heart of their programming, and involves three

main areas to support sustainable community-led change:

=

Enhancing community conflict prevention and peacebuilding processes

2. Helping communities to prepare for disasters and manage their response when they occur, to
prevent conflict arising in the aftermath

3. Building viable livelihoods for the most economically vulnerable to reduce the impact of

conflict and prevent further participation in the conflict (Islamic Relief Approach, n.d.).

For example, Islamic Relief’s triple nexus programming in Mali and Niger collaborates

with Community Hope Action Teams (CHATS) to develop conflict prevention and implement



social cohesion action plans together (Islamic Relief Approach, n.d.). In Kenya, Islamic Relief
supported a human rights group that lobbied and facilitated the passing of the stalled ‘Sexual
and Gender-based Violence Bill’ in January 2021 (Ibid). IRW’s triple nexus approach and
programmes play essential roles in achieving fairer and more peaceful societies by supporting
and empowering “the world’s most vulnerable people” (Brown and Mena, 2021: 5).

According to the IRW’s Annual Report in 2021, their efforts to lead interfaith approaches
to humanitarian relief and development continued successfully. For example, at the 3rd Vatican
Dialogue on Energy Transition, IR’s CEO Waseem Ahmad discussed his ‘Just Transition’ idea
and highlighted the FBO’s work empowering communities to build resilience and adapt to the
challenges of climate change. IRW also participated in several interfaith events in and around
COP26 in Glasgow by working with Jewish, Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, and other faith groups
to galvanize faith-based action towards tackling climate change. In COP’s Green Zone
platform, IRW’s Chief Executive spoke alongside Dr Antje Jackelén, Archbishop of the
Church of Sweden, at an event to highlight the impact of faith actors and the international
community and how ‘faith’ can become a catalytic force for climate and gender justice for
people and communities affected by the crisis (IRW, 2021: 51). The successful vision and
activities of IRW result from their ability to coordinate at local, national and international
levels.

Moreover, the initiatives, activities, and campaigns of IRW offer Islamic perspectives
that combine spiritual and practical insights to develop sustainable and impactful approaches
to some of the pressing global issues. The triple nexus approaches can also contribute towards
cultural proximity towards building trust and interfaith interrelations for sustaining peace.
However, IRW is also aware that its faith-based approach and perceived cultural proximity can
provide opportunities in many contexts for peacebuilding, but it can also damage trust among

different communities. Their publication, Introduction to Peacebuilding, clearly states that a



lesson from previous peacebuilding projects has been learned: “The trust that communities
have in Islamic Relief influences success” (Islamic Relief, 2019: 16). However, in some cases,
the organization’s faith-based identity, long-term presence, and effectiveness in the local area
helped to build a positive rapport, but in other cases, the organization’s Muslim identity may
create mistrust that needs to be overcome. Therefore, it requires a balanced view that sensitive
projects with a strong community mobilization component should be aware of the duration
(many months) and energy required to set this up and make it sustainable (Ibid). Despite these
sensitivities about its religious identity, there are also criticisms that Islamic Relief has
successfully integrated into the mainstream development sector by attaching itself to Western

partner organizations and secular agendas (Tittensor and Clarke, 2022: 186).

Conclusion
Based on the critique of Clash of Civilisations debates in international politics, this chapter first
related the rise of Islamophobia to ideological fundamentalism and explained how the
misleading interpretations of jihad — lesser and greater — fed into the political manipulation of
fear and distrust between Islam and the West. In the second section of the chapter, the
contextual and critical analysis of two FBOs’ activities and programmes — Finn Church Aid
and Islamic Relief Worldwide — exhibited that each organization has contributed towards
peacebuilding in training religious and traditional leaders to become influential peacebuilders
and creating fairer and more peaceful societies among the world’s most vulnerable groups.
There are growing concerns about the secularisation of Islamic FBOs, which are placed in a
difficult position because they mostly model themselves on their Christian counterparts and
pivot to secular topics such as climate crisis, sustainable development, and gender inequalities.
Building on their cultural proximity and achievements to connect local, national, and

international networks, these research findings show that both FCA and IRW can potentially



encourage interfaith interrelations but have not engaged with conditional cooperation to build
trust between Christian and Muslim communities yet. Instead of working separately, if these
two influential FBOs cooperate they can build bridges to promote trust beyond prejudices. Such
cooperation will also change the expectations and pressure on Islamic FBOs that they must
have secular agendas. In short, the Islamic threat may not be the real issue, but the political
manipulation of fear of Islam is. More importantly, building trust is a complex process that
requires challenging Islamophobia, overcoming ideological fundamentalism between Islam
and the West, and encouraging the peacebuilding activities of FBOs from local to national and

international levels.
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