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“Mr. Barber is . . . the first to put Jihad and McWorld together
in an inescapable dialectic. . . . [It] stands as a bold invitation to dcbate
the broad contours and future of society.”
—BARBARA EHRENREICH, The New York Times Book Review

BENJAMIN R. BARBER

Benjamin Barber's Jihad vs. McWorld is a compelling exploration of the contrasting forces
shaping global society in the late 20th century. In his influential book, Barber presents a dichotomy
that reflects the tension between two powerful and opposing trends: the tribalism of "Jihad" and the
globalizing force of "McWorld." This article delves into Barber's arguments, the implications of these
conflicting forces, and their relevance in today's world.



Understanding Jihad and McWorld

In "Jihad vs. McWorld," Benjamin Barber uses the terms "Jihad" and "McWorld" to describe two
distinct yet intertwined phenomena affecting civilization.

Defining Jihad

Jihad, in Barber's context, symbolizes the rise of tribalism and fundamentalism. It represents:

- A reaction against globalization and Western influence.

- The resurgence of localized identities, cultures, and religions.

- A movement aimed at preserving traditional values and ways of life.

Barber argues that Jihad embodies the deepening divides among people, often resulting in conflict

and violence. This tribalistic fervor seeks to assert cultural identity in the face of a homogenizing
global culture.

Defining McWorld

Conversely, McWorld represents the forces of globalization. Key characteristics include:
- The spread of Western consumer culture and capitalism.
- The increasing interdependence of nations through technology, trade, and communication.

- A focus on economic efficiency and market-driven values over traditional identities.

Barber highlights that McWorld promotes a culture of consumerism that often undermines local
traditions and fosters a sense of alienation.

The Conflict Between Jihad and McWorld

The interaction between Jihad and McWorld creates a complex dynamic that shapes contemporary
society. Barber emphasizes that both forces are necessary to understand the current global
landscape.

The Tension of Identity and Consumerism

The struggle between identity and consumerism manifests in various ways:

1. Cultural Resistance: Many communities react to the encroachment of McWorld by reaffirming
their cultural identities through religious or ethnic movements.

2. Global Consumer Culture: At the same time, individuals are increasingly drawn to the



conveniences and lifestyles offered by McWorld, leading to a paradoxical existence where people
simultaneously seek local identity and global connectivity.

3. Political Implications: The clash between these forces often results in political instability. Nations

may experience internal strife as groups grapple with maintaining cultural identity while navigating
the pressures of globalization.

Examples of Jihad vs. McWorld

Barber illustrates his concepts with real-world examples that highlight the conflict:

- Al-Qaeda and Islamic Extremism: The rise of groups like Al-Qaeda can be viewed as a response to
Western imperialism and globalization, representing a call for a return to fundamental values.

- Consumer Movements: On the other hand, the global popularity of brands like McDonald's and
Starbucks exemplifies the reach of McWorld, where consumer culture transcends national borders.

The Role of Technology

Technology serves as a crucial player in the interaction between Jihad and McWorld.

Facilitating Globalization

Advancements in technology have enabled McWorld to flourish by:
- Enhancing communication through the internet and social media, allowing for rapid dissemination

of information and ideas.
- Creating global markets that facilitate trade and cultural exchange.

Enabling Tribalism

However, technology also empowers Jihad by:
- Allowing marginalized voices to connect and mobilize, often leading to the organization of
movements that challenge global norms.

- Facilitating the spread of extremist ideologies through online platforms, which can inspire radical
actions.

The Future of Jihad and McWorld

As we look to the future, the ongoing struggle between Jihad and McWorld raises pressing questions



about the direction of global society.

The Need for Balance

Barber suggests that a balance must be struck between the forces of Jihad and McWorld. This can
be achieved by:

- Acknowledging and respecting cultural differences while fostering inclusive global communities.
- Implementing policies that address economic disparities and promote sustainable development.

The Role of Education

Education plays a vital role in mediating the conflict:

- By promoting critical thinking and cultural awareness, educational systems can help individuals
navigate the complexities of identity in a globalized world.

- Encouraging dialogue between differing viewpoints can foster mutual understanding and reduce
polarization.

Conclusion

Benjamin Barber's Jihad vs. McWorld presents a thought-provoking analysis of the forces
shaping our world today. The interplay between Jihad and McWorld offers insights into the
challenges and opportunities that arise from globalization and cultural identity. As societies grapple
with these powerful currents, understanding their implications becomes essential for fostering a
more harmonious global community.

In summary, the ongoing dialogue between the local and the global highlights the necessity of
embracing diversity while navigating the complexities of modern existence. By recognizing the
significance of both Jihad and McWorld, individuals and societies can work towards a future that
values both cultural identity and global interconnectedness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Benjamin Barber's 'Jihad vs.
McWorld'?

The main thesis of 'Jihad vs. McWorld' is that the world is caught between two opposing forces:
'Jihad," which represents tribalism, religious fundamentalism, and local identities, and 'McWorld,'
which symbolizes global capitalism, consumerism, and homogenization. Barber argues that these
forces are in conflict, shaping the future of societies worldwide.



How does Barber describe the impact of globalization in
'McWorld'?

In 'McWorld,' Barber describes globalization as a force that promotes economic interdependence,
technological advancement, and cultural exchange. However, he critiques it for leading to a loss of
local identities, cultural homogenization, and the prioritization of profit over community welfare.

What are some examples of 'Jihad' in contemporary society as
discussed by Barber?

Barber uses examples such as religious extremism, ethnic conflicts, and nationalist movements as
manifestations of 'Jihad.' He highlights how these movements often arise in reaction to the perceived
threats posed by globalization and the loss of cultural identity.

How does Barber propose societies can balance the forces of
Jihad and McWorld?

Barber suggests that societies can balance Jihad and McWorld by fostering civic engagement,
promoting democratic values, and encouraging local cultures to coexist with global influences. He
emphasizes the importance of community and identity in a globalized world.

What critiques have been made regarding Barber's dichotomy
of Jihad vs. McWorld?

Critiques of Barber's dichotomy include arguments that it oversimplifies complex social dynamics
and ignores the nuances of identity and globalization. Some scholars suggest that the relationship
between local and global forces is more interwoven than Barber presents, and that there are
multiple layers of interaction beyond just conflict.

In what ways does 'Jihad vs. McWorld' remain relevant in
today's political climate?

The themes of 'Jihad vs. McWorld' remain relevant as many societies grapple with rising nationalism,
cultural conflicts, and the impacts of globalization. Issues such as migration, economic inequality,
and the resurgence of populism reflect the ongoing struggle between local identities and global
influences.

What lessons can policymakers learn from 'Jihad vs.
McWorld'?

Policymakers can learn the importance of recognizing and respecting local identities while also
engaging with global economic systems. Barber's work underscores the need for policies that
promote inclusivity, cultural diversity, and community resilience in the face of globalization.
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