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SOMETIMES one feels a little sorry for those European diplomats serving in Islamic countries when they suddenly discover that their country has been placed on the black list of Muslim countries because some sensation-seeking newspaper back home had reproduced those disgraceful and blasphemous caricatures that have deeply offended the sensibilities of Muslims all over the world.

One of these emissaries, who agreed to run the political gauntlet and to dilate on this contentious issue after the publication of the cartoons, was Dr Gunter Mulack, ambassador of the Federal Republic of Germany in Islamabad. The choice was a sensible one, not only because he is a scholar of Islam and has a deep understanding of the Muslim religion, but also because the Germans have always been regarded as broadminded and friendly. Dr Mulack was invited to speak at a couple of functions in Karachi last week, the first of which was jointly hosted by the Karachi Council on Foreign Relations and the International Relations department of the University of Karachi.

This function got off to a bad start. In typical Pakistani fashion, it began 90 minutes after the scheduled time of 12:30, which was a little surprising as neither the governor nor the chief minister had been invited. PIA naturally got the blame as it usually does. But it wasn’t at all clear how the ambassador was expected to arrive at the function by 12:30 when his aircraft was due to land at Karachi airport 30 minutes earlier — unless, of course, he was being met on the tarmac by Schumacher in a Ferrari.

After much rumbling of voice and wafting of gesture Dr Mulack delivered his keynote address. But when he finished one got the impression that the ambassador hadn’t quite pulled it off. There were too many loose ends, too many imponderables, too much sermonizing. This is understandable, for in a sense, he was representing the collective views of a number of European powers. He had to be jolly careful in his choice of words and what he believed were the perceived policies of other countries.

Though he deplored and condemned the highly irresponsible act of the Danish newspaper, his talk was regrettably laced by the usual platitudes. There should be a limit to the amount of press freedom one enjoys in a democracy; rioting and violence and the burning of embassies are harming the image that the ulema is projecting of Islam as a religion of peace and tolerance; there is a desperate need for a vigorous dialogue between the Muslims and the West; and Muslims elsewhere should behave like their brethren in France and use the law courts to settle their grievances. The sort of things one hears on television and reads in the newspapers. The French experience is particularly unfortunate, for the newspaper editor who reproduced the caricatures in his paper is Jewish and one wonders if he has forgotten how the Nazis and the Soviets treated minorities in the 1930s.

If the audience felt a little cheated on the conclusion of the talk it was because there were no insights into the possible motives behind the blasphemous acts. There was no reference to the clash of cultures, the resurgence of a different kind of anti-Semitism and the rise of rightist governments in Europe. Or why countries like Ireland, Sweden, Finland, Portugal, Poland, Serbia, Russia and the Baltic states decided to give the offensive cartoons a wide berth. However, the audience did get a glimpse, albeit a small one, of the mischief right wing governments can play. As the old bard so rightly put it, there’s something rotten in the state of Denmark. The glimpse came right at the end, in the summing up.

General Moinuddin Haider, a former interior minister, is not known for his perspicacity or his sayings. But he came up with some trenchant observations when he delivered his vote of thanks. He didn’t mince his words and his bluntness was, in fact, quite refreshing. “I had been in the ministry for quite a while,” he said by way of introduction. “But I only came to learn that there was an organization called Al Qaeda after 9/11.”

This was followed by “If one of the reasons for the huge success of the western democracies is that they spend three per cent of their budget on research and development, surely the Danes would have known that those sacrilegious cartoons would have evoked widespread protest and devastation.” What he probably wanted to say but was prevented from doing so by the solemnity of the occasion, was that rightist Denmark is a flunkey of the United States and sent troops to Iraq and Afghanistan.

The general’s last pronouncement, delivered in response to a reference the ambassador had made about America being one country while Europe is a collection of neighbours, was a little tongue-in-cheek. “Perhaps there are differences, but Tony Blair is much closer to America than he is to Europe.”

The seminar would have ended there had it not been for the fact that the moderator invited audience participation. Now every speaker knows that questions often have little or no relevance to the subject of the discourse and invariably relate to a pet grouse or an unfortunate experience. One such question did surface and made the organizers wish they had broken up for lunch the moment the general had finished with Tony Blair. Why does the German visa form, a questioner wanted to know, ask Pakistani applicants if they are terrorists and if anybody in their family is a member of a terrorist organization? And how would Germans seeking to visit Pakistan like it if they had to fill up a visa form which asked them if they were Nazis and if any member of their family for the last three generations was ever involved in the gassing of Jewish children? It was a rhetorical question but it evoked an immediate positive response from the German consul general.

German interest in the religions of the East goes back a long way. It blossomed in the 19th and 20th centuries, a period of great scholarship, when a string of profound thinkers which included Rudolf Otto, author of that classic The Idea of the Holy headed for India whose soil sprouted three oriental religions.

German interest in Islam and in the people who practise this faith also goes back a long way. In fact, the country’s literary history is studded with the names of great thinkers who at some time in their lives were touched by the appeal of this world religion. Some of the great Germans who were known for their positive attitude to Islam were the poet Johann Wolfgang Goethe, the scholar and first translator of the Holy Quran into German Friedrich Rueckert, the scholar on Sufism Annemarie Schimmel, and the dissident Catholic theologian at Tuebingen. Hans Kueng. In fact, Shaykh ‘Abdalqadir Al-Murabit, in a lengthy, deeply researched article authorized by the amir of the Muslim community in Weimar, Hajj Abu Bakr Rieger, on December 19, 1995, asked with all sincerity the question: was Goethe a Muslim?

For quite some time the Germans have expressed a major interest in the Muslim world. There are around 2.8 million Muslims in Germany accounting for 3.2 per cent of the population, and Muslims are now the third largest religious group in the country, after the Protestants and the Catholics. The overwhelming majority of Muslims are of Turkish origin. But there are also immigrants from Arab countries, the former Yugoslavia, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan.

The importance that the Germans in Pakistan attach to Islam can be gauged from the fact that for a number of years the Goethe Institut has been in the forefront of the attempt to understand and appreciate Islam. Currently, the German cultural centre under the dynamic leadership of its director, Dr Petra Raymond, remains the only foreign cultural mission that regularly organizes and hosts workshops and study groups devoted to this fascinating subject.

In 2005 the centre organized two major and highly successful seminars. ‘Common values between Islam and the West’ tried to explore similarities between cultures which are generally believed to be mutually hostile. And ‘Different facets of the Islamic Ummah in a globalized world’ probed many of the misconceptions that westerners have about the ability of Muslims to adapt to changing circumstances. The tragedy is that the misconceptions don’t show any signs of disappearing. But that doesn’t stop Dr Raymond from trying.

