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There is more to the lives of European Muslims than the dress code of a small minority of Muslim women who, by their conduct, are clearly engaged in a sad process of self-isolation and self-imposed exile. 

I suppose I should be angry at the legislation on banning the burka adopted recently by the Belgian parliament’s lower house. But the truth is: I am not — and neither is a majority of European Muslims who see the subject as a distraction from the key challenge of economic, political and social integration facing the continent’s 20 million Muslims. 

The fact is that most of us are well and truly bored with this discussion. There is more to the lives of European Muslims than the dress code of a small minority of Muslim women who, by their conduct, are clearly engaged in a sad process of self-isolation and self-imposed exile. 

True, the burka is top of the agenda for many. Newspapers are full of comments, reactions and counter-comment and counter-reactions by journalists, politicians, academics, human rights organisations, Islamic bodies and of course the usual array of Muslim governments ever-ready to denounce ‘Islamophobia’ in Europe. The debate will go on and on as more and more European countries, including probably France, the Netherlands and Switzerland enact similar legislation or variations of it. 

Nicolas Sarkozy, French president, who has repeatedly said the burka is “not welcome” in his country, has ordered a bill that would forbid its appearance in public places. Politicians in the Netherlands and Italy have pushed for similar measures.German MEP Silvana Koch-Mehrin has called for a Europe-wide ban on the wearing of the burka. “I would like Germany, and all of Europe, to ban the wearing of the burka in all its forms ... the burka is a massive attack on the rights of women. It is a mobile prison,” she said, adding, the full veil “openly supports values that we do not share in Europe”. On the other side of the Atlantic, Canada’s province of Quebec appears ready to follow the European example. 

Enjoy the moment: because after a few months, newspapers and people will get bored and find something new — and probably equally ‘foreign’ — to scream about. 

Let’s get some questions straight. Yes, the Belgian burka legislation, passed by a near-unanimous vote on April 29 — right before the Belgian government collapsed over an unrelated issue — marked a rare moment of unity between the country’s fractious linguistic groups and political parties. The Senate must still give its approval before the measure can become law — which could be delayed since the country is without a government at the moment. 

The law, which outlaws appearing in public “with the face fully or partly covered so as to render them no longer recognisable” — making an exception for motorcycle riders wearing their helmets — highlights many European governments’ unease over the visibility of conservative Islam and Muslims in the public space. Individuals caught wearing the burka could be fined between 15 euros and 20 euros, and possibly be jailed for up to a week. 

Yes, the ban sends a negative signal to many European Muslims about their role in mainstream European society and creates an ‘us’ and ‘them’ approach which divides rather than unites European societies. And yes, the Belgian legislation spotlights the growing power of the far-right in dictating the European agenda on issues related to Islam, immigration and diversity. Undoubtedly, the current morose economic climate and fears of unemployment which dominate Europe’s landscape have worsened complaints that ‘foreigners’ are stealing European jobs. Threats against journalists and cartoonists over the depiction of Islam have also raised fears that the religion is not compatible with western values, including freedom of speech. 

And for many, there is a real security threat involved in allowing people to walk the streets, virtually disguised and unrecognisable. All this is true — and yet, only partially so. There is no doubt that Europe is in a fearful mood, anxious about the presence of Islam in its midst, Al Qaeda terrorism, the rise of Asia and the decline of the West. 

Like Don Quixote tilting at windmills, for all its reverberation, the law will in fact impact on an extremely small number of European Muslim women who wear the full veil: of around 375,000 Muslims in Belgium, it is thought that only a few dozen wear the burka. In France, Germany and the Netherlands, the numbers are also very small. 

The point has been made by none other than Germany’s interior minister, Thomas de Maiziere, who has criticised the ban on wearing the burka, in public as “unnecessary in Germany”. De Maziere said his country does “not need a ban”, as there are at most 100 women who wear burkas. 

Let me add some personal comments: two years ago at a conference in Karachi on EU foreign policy I fielded questions from a very feisty and determined young lady from the Karachi University on EU policy towards the Balkans. I was impressed by her knowledge and her gutsy conduct. 

But I was also uneasy because all I could see were her dark eyes — and heavy eyeliner. As she asked the questions, very animatedly, the niqab kept falling off her mouth. At one point, I had to say: “Look you can see me, it’s not fair that I can’t see you and also you’re clearly losing the battle to keep that piece of cloth over your mouth.” So she took the niqab off and grinned, asking me: happy? I said, I was — because finally I knew who I was talking to. 

At a recent conference in Brussels organised by the British Council and a European think tank, most European Muslim women made clear they had no sympathy for women wearing burkas. The women scholars pointed out there were no Islamic texts in favour of the full veil, the younger women — even those with headscarves — denounced the burka as alien and unacceptable in Europe.The general consensus was that instead of focusing on the pros and cons of the anti-burka legislation, governments and European Muslims should be working on a common agenda for dialogue and integration. As a young woman with a headscarf told the conference: “I do not wear the headscarf to become invisible: I wear it to affirm my identity as a Muslim. If I wore the burka, I would truly be invisible — and irrelevant.”

