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IN any nation that wilfully decides to commit the crime of genocide and so-called ethnic cleansing through wholesale murder of a disliked community, there is also a strong and vocal section opposed to this barbaric practice.

For instance, we accuse India of employing inhuman methods to deal with the Kashmiris living in its part of the disputed state. But, at the same time, there are human rights activists in that country, as well as a dispassionate press, openly denouncing such actions.

Then why did no one in Serbia raise their voice against the regime of Slobodan Milosevic in its dirty deeds reminiscent of the Holocaust in which more than a hundred thousand Muslims lost their lives? Is it that the entire nation was devoid of human feelings? Or was it antipathy towards the victims simply because they were Muslims?

In modern times there have been many characters afflicted by an almost pathological dislike of Muslims and Islam. There are the extremists in India who say that the Indian Muslims should either convert or leave the country and go back to Central Asia. There are similarly obsessed individuals too in many parts of the world, the most prominent among them in recent times was Milosevic who prided himself on killing thousands of Muslims in Bosnia and later had to answer for his crimes before an international tribunal in The Hague.

An answer to these tragic events lies in the teaching of history. The Serbs (and Croats) were taught from the cradle that the Turks had once conquered their country and ruled it for 400 years; they used to take away young boys to Istanbul and bring them up as Muslim Janissaris and then use them against their own people.

All this was hundreds of years ago but sordid details of the Turkish rule are even now ingrained in youthful minds in the Balkans, and purposely so. The result is that the Serbs and Croats and other racial types of the region (including Greek youths) grow up with an imperishable hatred for Muslims. It’s something like the Hindu revenge syndrome against a thousand years of Muslim rule in India.

Intellectuals throughout the world ask the question: cannot history be re-written in a way so as to expunge it of bitterness and animosity – relics of events many centuries old – without distorting the truth? Just as the Muslims of India are helpless against the powerful Hindu community today, the Muslims of the Balkans are equally incapable of inflicting any harm on the local Christians.

I can’t take the liberty of advising my Hindu brothers and sisters across the border, but I can certainly expect sane elements in Pakistani society to think seriously about revising school and college textbooks so that they should reflect history somewhat rationally, and without describing Hindus as double-faced crooks and hypocrites who are out to shed Muslim blood.

Let us not forget that it were always the Muslims who invaded India, and that too not for the glory of Islam. Only Mohammad bin Qasim came for a valid reason but he too couldn’t resist conquering territories north of Sindh, perhaps, because in those times conquest was considered a legitimate activity.

There is this thing about calling names. I read a letter in a newspaper the other day about an Indian diplomat in Islamabad paying a social visit to a friendly Muslim family. It said that a small boy of five or six, coming to know that the guests were from India, began to shout “Hindu kutta! Hindu kutta!” Who had taught him that? His elders or a biased book on social studies digested by his senior brothers and sisters? In any case it can hardly be his fault for he was too young to know what he was doing. But his family should have been ashamed of his uncivil behaviour.

Recently I received an e-mail letter from one Aditya Satsangi in India which is the provocation for this piece. After referring to Pakistan as a failed state, and threatening us with the might of the Indian army and calling us killers of goats and one another, he asked, “Why is it that wherever there are Muslims there is strife and violence? I’ll tell you why. Because you Muslims are all …” What was the need for him to be so bitter and violent?

Some years ago there was a cultural gathering in New Delhi as a memorial to Mahatma Gandhi which was also attended by our historian Dr Mubarak Ali. At this gathering he called for re-writing history of the subcontinent and correcting “historical aberrations,” and putting historical events in their proper perspective, as did the Indian actor-politician Sunil Dutt who too was there. The purpose was to abate the prevailing hatred and misunderstanding between the peoples of India and Pakistan. Both said that textbooks in the two countries had been systematically distorted and that the time had come to reverse the trend.

Actually the history of the subcontinent where it deals with interaction between the Muslims who came from the Middle East or Central Asia and the Hindu communities of India is a complex matter. This interaction should cover religious differences, military overlordship, economic impact, conversions and societal changes, and that it would not lead to new distortions in the process of correcting old ones.

If such an exercise is ever undertaken the aim should be to write a history that is true and realistic, citing the various versions of observers and historians from both the communities in cases where conflict of opinion has always existed, as in cases of Shivaji and Mahmud Ghaznavi. I name them because I cannot think of two better examples of sharp cleavage between perceptions of Hindus and Muslims about hero worship of historical figures.

And if some good is attained, and, in course of time the minds of the two peoples are rid of prejudices that create bitterness and animosity, it would be a great achievement. Then, in another fifty years we would be living like peaceful neighbours, never fighting and never reviling one another for what had happened in the past. The only thing is that cricket matches between India and Pakistan may lose the sting and madness of the Battle of Panipat they evoke now.

