Blow to inter-faith ties
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THERE is an unbearable sadness about the outbreak of an epidemic of cartoons considered deeply offensive by Muslims in some of the most prestigious European newspapers. The element of violence in the Muslim protests brings no joy either. It is sad because it is a virtual regression into the polemics of the age of crusades and the Spanish reconquista; it is sad because it wantonly undermines the project of better inter-faith understanding.

It is particularly distressing that the epicentre of the current upheaval lies in Nordic countries, arguably the most enlightened nations of Europe.

In November 2005, France was convulsed by the crisis of the banlieues, the city suburbs that had sunk into a quagmire of unemployment, poor housing and indifferent social services during the three decades of unprecedented economic growth in France. It was a violent expression of alienation and hostility crying out for adjustments in social and economic policy. As it foreshadowed similar turmoil in other European countries, it led to much concern about the decline of the idea of social democracy and the discontents of globalization.

A good part of the debate was, however, not conducted in terms of social policy. Instead, the marginalization of the suburban communities became a pretext to voice prejudices against immigration, race and religion. Identified as a revolt by immigrants from the Maghreb, their chronic disadvantage was traced to the cultural and Islamic factors inhibiting their integration — preferably assimilation — into the mainstream French life. Such situations always bring forth post-colonial stereotyping of minorities. What was strikingly new was the exceptional emphasis on the negative images of Islam. Across the Atlantic, the revolt of the banlieues was occasionally described as another “intifada”.

Jean-Marie Le Penn of the French National Front was found guilty of inciting racial hatred in April 2004. But it is now widely recognized that similar parties in Italy, Germany, Austria and Belgium are exerting increasing influence on state policies. What is not so readily conceded is that anti-immigration politics has increasingly cast Islam in an adversarial role. A strong impetus for this trend has come from the open-ended war against terrorism.

Muslim communities in Europe and North America cooperate wholeheartedly with states to counter terrorism. Nevertheless, an indiscriminate pursuit of what is projected as a global struggle against political Islam has made it easier to demonize Muslims and their faith. The invasion of Iraq was widely opposed by a clear majority of Europeans but opposition to it by the Muslim citizens of their states is ironically often used by Islamophobic quarters to stigmatize them as extremists. This tendency is particularly noticeable in the United States. A moderate Muslim thinker, Tariq Ramadan, was obliged to comment that “to be an American Muslim critical of American policy in the Middle East, you are treated as if you are not truly loyal to your country.”

Publication of blasphemous cartoons by Denmark’s Jyllands-Posten, and their reproduction in as many as 22 countries, unmistakably point to forces that wish to confront and humiliate Islam. In September 2005, it was put out that a Danish publisher was finding it difficult to find some one to illustrate a children’s book on Islam. Jyllands-Posten took up the challenge and came up with cartoons that link up not with any contemporary pictorial art of illustrating Islam but with a well known mediaeval tradition of scurrilous caricatures of the Holy Prophet (PBUH). A thousand years ago, crusading bishops commissioned drawings of the Prophet as an embodiment of violence and sensuality. The same themes dominated the new satanic cartoons.

The newspaper defended the cartoons as an inviolable right of free media. When the Muslim ambassadors in Copenhagen wanted to see him, the Danish prime minister, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, who incidentally needs the support of the racist Peoples’ Party, simply declined. As protests became global and violent, several European newspapers, including such exemplars of a judicious balance between freedom and responsibility as Germany’s Die Welt and France’s Le Monde and Liberation, jumped into the fray in a perverse demonstration of solidarity. The Economist weighed in too on the side of ‘freedom of speech’ with an editorial that took a muddle-headed issue with British foreign secretary’s characterization of cartoons as unnecessary, insensitive, disrespectful and wrong.

None of these newspapers would ever print an opinion, no matter how well- researched, questioning the nature and scale of the Holocaust. In fact, in seven European countries one will go to jail for disagreeing with the assertion that Nazis killed six million Jews. Those of us who have lived in the West know only too well the unconscionable pressures that western journalists have to contend with in exposing Israeli oppression of Palestinians. Consider also the denunciatory trend in the American reviews of Robert Fisk’s book, “The Great War for Civilization”.

The sacrilegious repetitions of the cartoons reminded one of the zeal of a movement of Spanish martyrs who, in a long forgotten era, excelled at hurling abuse at the Holy Prophet and his faith. These “martyrs” would invade every available public space, the mosques, and even the sultan’s court to “insult the religion of the Muslims and blaspheme their Prophet, with the deliberate intention of incurring the penalty of death”. Contemporary chronicles state that very often the Muslim rulers were reluctant to punish them and would try to ignore the offence by arguing that the “friars were unbalanced in mind because of poverty and fasting”. The zealots, however, insisted on repeating their blasphemies till attainment of martyrdom.

If the present-day insensitivity to Muslim feeling recalls the Middle Ages, it also connects with a contemporary canon often disguised as sophisticated scholarship. Western sources point out that a major determinant of the attitude of Dick Cheney and Richard Perle towards Islam and the Middle East was the life-long work of Bernard Lewis. The Wall Street Journal once observed that, in effect, the “Lewis doctrine has become the US policy”. Incidentally, he, and not Samuel Huntington, coined the phrase “clash of civilizations”. His prolific writing is all constructed on a struggle between Islam and Judeo-Christian systems that has already lasted 14 centuries. The cartoons that have inflamed Muslim passions belong to an era dominated by Orientalists like him and their neoconservative disciples.

A clearly atavistic European Islamophobia emanates partly from the endless harping by these so-called experts on the fact that Islam is now the second largest religion in Europe. They usually fail to mention that Muslims are no more than two per cent of the European population. What they truly hold against Muslims is that they are not empty vessels into which they can pour their own beliefs and lifestyle. Muslims are particularly noteworthy for bringing, in the words of Professor Stefano Allievi of Padova University, the immigrants’ baggage of “visions of the world, traditions, histories, faiths, practices, values, moral systems, images and symbols”. This shared heritage does invest Muslim communities with a certain transnational quality, a sense of belonging to a global religion.

As Tariq Ramadan has repeatedly argued, this quality is perfectly compatible with their obligations to particular host nations. Leaders of Muslim communities are working hard to ensure that this distinctive trait does not become a divisive factor. Their task has been made difficult by the fallacious thinking that Muslim transnationalism makes them prone to the generic entity called Al Qaeda. In reality, this common heritage can be a bulwark against violence of all kinds if the West learns to respect it.

Considering that there are forces afoot to take the world back to a mediaeval clash of civilizations, the Muslims should have the forbearance, creativity and enterprise to pre-empt and defeat them. The rise of Muslim extremism since the 1980s has been a boon to neo-conservatives, many of whom bring the exclusionary passions of Jewish and Catholic upbringing to their belligerent reconstruction of western thought. Isaiah Berlin once said that the rejection of the post-Renaissance world by Leo Strauss, the leading light of conservative America, as “hopelessly corrupted by positivism and empiricism” bordered on the absurd.

In his remarkable “conversations” with the Iranian philosopher, Ramin Jahanbegloo, Berlin explained why he could not accept Strauss’ belief in “eternal, immutable, absolute values, true for all men everywhere at all times.” Strauss and his disciples, he said, “appear to me to believe in absolute good and evil, right and wrong, directly perceived by means of a kind of a priori vision, a metaphysical eye.” It is this metaphysical eye that blurs the distinction between the war on terrorism and the war on Islam. It also defines the current predicament of Muslim rulers who assist President Bush in his global war fighting, the oxygen and adrenalin of his presidency.

Muslims must realize that by expending their energies in violent demonstrations they are only playing into the hands of their enemies. They have to intensify and deepen an introspective revaluation of their own modern history. Much of our struggle is internal and has to focus on the democratization of our political order, the adoption of people-friendly economic systems, and the creation of law-based societies.

Those who have a doctrinaire compulsion to destroy Islam will not engage in an equitable dialectic of ideas with us. We have to reach out to others in the West who want to make the world safer through a dialogue of civilizations. The neo-conservatives who drive the American policy cannot afford it as it would take away their casus belli. Europe is dotted — from Malaga to Zagreb — with centres devoted to the study of Islam.

But are we ready to engage with them in a substantive manner? Where are the institutions in our midst that would sustain this effort? For that matter, where are the governments that would persuade the West, as Israel does so successfully for the Jewish people, to enact legislation to curb crude manifestations of the current Islamophobia. The editorial in the Economist did not find the cartoons in good taste but argued that they were “lawful”. The Muslims have to negotiate written laws and unwritten conventions that enable followers of all faiths and ideologies to co-exist and cooperate in the larger interest of mankind. For this, they will have to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills.

