Something rotten in the state of Denmark
By M.P. Bhandara

PRINCE Hamlet of Shakespeare’s immortal play declared, “There is something rotten in the State of Denmark”. He might have added, “rotten, in perpetuity”. By deliberate design and fully aware of the consequences, a well read newspaper in this tiny state of 5.4 million individuals decided to cause deliberate and calculated insult to the faith of about 1.3 billion Muslims — a quarter of all humanity — by publishing sacrilegious cartoons.

These cartoons can be likened to acts of terrorism. Shockingly, Denmark stood by the offending newspaper’s refusal to apologize. Newspapers in France, Germany and Spain added boiling oil to the fire by reproducing this blasphemy.

All this has been defended by Denmark and other European countries in the name of freedom of the press and to “test the limits of tolerance” of their Muslim minorities. How would Catholic Spain or Bavaria react to newspaper cartoons showing His Holiness the Pope in bed with a prostitute? Did the courts in France last year not ban a depiction of the Last Supper by an artist who replaced the Apostles with scantily clad women? And more recently, did the courts in Austria not sentence to a prison term a well known British historian, who expressed doubts about the murder of the Jews in the Holocaust, even after the person had partly apologized?

“Would cartoons mocking dwarfs or blind people be published in respectable European newspapers?” asks Oliver Roy, the noted French scholar on Islam, in a recent Newsweek article. We have since learned that the offending paper Jyllands-Posten had rejected cartoons on Jesus on grounds that they were likely to offend Christian sensibilities. Therefore, to suggest that the European concept of freedom of the press is analogous to a licence is a bit of self-serving nonsense. Indeed, these are benchmarks of probity well respected by the European press.

Muslims in most parts of Europe today are being mistreated as the Jews were a century earlier. Just as the fascism of the last century in Europe had an anti-Jewish dimension, the neo-fascism of today in Europe has an anti-Muslim bias.

There are 200,000 Muslims in Denmark — about 3.7 per cent of the population. Most of them are Danish citizens. Over 90 per cent arrived as economic, political or religious refugees. It must be conceded that until the ‘80s Denmark was considered one of the most friendly and generous countries to foreigners of all origins.

What happened? As in most European countries, only a tiny proportion of the Muslims in Denmark assimilated with the native population. Brian Nikkelsen, the Danish minister for cultural affairs, declared, last summer, “In Denmark we have seen the appearance of a parallel society in which (some) minorities practise their own mediaeval values and undemocratic views”.

Since 1987 Muslims have been denied permission to build mosques in Copenhagen. And there are no Muslim graveyards in Denmark. Dead bodies have to be flown back to home countries for burial. Apart from the UK, where Muslims have better social and civic rights, including the right to build mosques, burial places and purdah for women, by and large the lumpen Muslims in Europe suffer social, cultural and economic disabilities and are treated more or less as second class citizens. They live in self-confined ghettos.

How did this come to pass?

Viewed in historicity ever since the mid-19th century when Karl Marx declared, “that religion is the opiate of the people,” in the Soviet Union and later the People’s Republic of China — both founded on the Marxist thesis — the practice of religion was officially frowned upon. In early Stalinist times persons going to places of worship were described as retarded individuals. Later, worship was brought under state control and used as a state instrument to discourage the practice.

Apart from communism’s denigration of religion, which at times bordered on blasphemy, post-modern affluence nearly finished the job begun by communism. Today, less than three per cent of the population in the West goes to a house of worship more than once a year.

The clash of civilizations is all too palpable? The question is how should we in Pakistan react to it?

Let us again recall a bit of history. After the War of Independence of 1857, which was spearheaded by the Muslim soldiers of the East India Company, Muslims by and large opted out of the social, economic, cultural, educational and political life of British India. For about 40 years they were in a state of hibernation. The Hindus went exactly in the opposite direction. They joined a lead in intellectual and economic power which exists to this day.

Sir Syed Ahmad Khan’s wake-up call to the Muslims, late in the 19th century, with the founding of a seat of modern learning in Aligarh, seen in retrospect was too little and came too late. Nonetheless, it was a heroic attempt. The founders of Pakistan — the Aga Khan, Allama Iqbal, Mohammad Ali Jinnah and Liaquat Ali Khan — were western educated Muslims and the spiritual children of the Muslim renaissance movement of the late 19th century.

The Anglo-Muslim culture was bitterly resented by the traditional Muslims, schooled in religious madressahs with a smattering of understanding of the Holy Writ. As is well known, the traditionalists opposed the creation of Pakistan, envisaged by its founders as a ‘homeland for the Muslims’. Their demand was and remains for an Islamic state, as interpreted by themselves. One such attempt made by General Ziaul Haq remains controversial to this day.

The apotheosis of the traditionist-literalist ruler was Mulla Omar of Afghanistan who could not suffer the fact that for nearly a thousand years Buddhism was a vital part of Afghanistan’s religious and cultural heritage. The Great Buddha of Bamiyan was literally bombed and pulverized on his orders. This insane act not only caused deep distress to the millions of Buddhists in China, Japan and South-East Asia but also worldwide. It showed Islam as an intolerant religion, which it is not. This, followed by the events of 9/11, sidelined the legitimate grievances of the persecuted Palestinians and Kashmiris and instead, focussed world attention on acts of terrorism widely believed as being perpetrated by Islamic militants in different parts of the world, particularly the West.

Today, western Europe has over 18 million Muslims. Insofaras I have seen of Pakistanis in the UK, their intercourse with the locals is minimal. A large percentage — mainly women — has neither learnt the language nor interacts socially with the locals. Hitler mentions in his “Mein Kamp” that his intense hatred of Jews had its origin when, as a youth, he witnessed a procession of Jewish priests, clad in black clothes and fully hirsute, proceeding to the synagogue. This was his perception of evil incarnate, an abscess in the German body politic, a wasting disease which had to be eliminated.

The majority of Pakistanis living in the West today are in the UK. Pakistanis living in the West should be encouraged to leave their physical and mental ghettos and join the broad stream in their country of adoption, on the principle that in Rome do as the Romans do, and if this be unacceptable to them, return to their homeland. Let them take a cue from the example of western women working in Pakistani NGOs who wear local outfits and dutifully cover their heads with dupattas.

Muslim women wearing burkas, hijabs and headscarves in the West merely provoke the susceptibilities of the uncultured semi-literates. Our literalists insist on scarves etc. on the grounds of alleged western promiscuity. Wrong. If anything, there is as much promiscuity in Pakistan below the surface of things as there is in Europe above the surface.

In striving for a high moral ground, which is seldom attainable, our society wears the mask of hypocrisy: western society may appear scantily clad, but, it is far less hypocritical. The torrents of human desires ranging from the sacred to the profane, are the same everywhere: dam these torrents and you end up having a cesspool of hypocrisy.

To sum up: the Judaic, the Far Eastern civilizations (Japanese, Chinese, Korean), the Slavic and the Hindu civilizations have had the bitterest of wars and ideological quarrels with western civilization in the 20th century, yet at the dawn of this era, all four civilizations are recipients of tradeoffs with the West and have been co-opted in more or less in a mutually beneficial inter- and intra-relationship. These civilizations are at the cutting edge of today’s most advanced technologies in the information field, bio-technology, pharmaceutical and nuclear sciences.

The weakness of our civilization is manifest in the fact that the West today has attacked what is holiest and most sacred to us — the personage of the Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) — and is refusing to offer a clear, unqualified apology. Our enemies must be rubbing their hands in glee that we express our anger at this sacrilegious act by killing our own people and destroying our property, homes, buses as cars, and by a inpetitious process, inflicting heavy cosses on our economy and the education system.

The writer is a member of the National Assembly.

Email: murbr@isb.paknet.com.pk
