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As 2009 comes to an end and with it the decade dubbed the naughtiest, it strikes me that this decade has been characterized by the loss of Muslim innocence. Whereas for previous generations the question once was ‘where were you when Kennedy was shot?’, the question for my generation is ‘where were you when the Twin  Towers fell?’ 

9/11 is neither the most deadly nor the most atrocious terrorist attack of the last decade, just one that happened on American soil and one that was possibly the most daring and glamorous. 

It is wrong to call the killing of innocents glamorous but that is exactly what it was: the timing, the simplicity and originality of the idea, the visual impact of the images of the planes hitting the Twin Towers and their subsequent collapse was glamorous, it elevated the terrorists from bit-time players nobody really took seriously to key players on the world stage. And let us be honest, it won them hordes of admirers in the Muslim world.

Where was I at that key moment in history? I was having lunch with a friend at the British Institute of Architects. I was alerted to the attacks by a phone-call from my brother. Neither of us realised the impact of what was happening, at that stage it was pure drama, something unbelievable. Not for one moment did it occur to me that the planes had been hijacked by Saudis (among others) and that this moment would mark a definite turning point in history. The following day, I remember being on a crowded train and overhearing a conversation between two older Englishmen. They spoke of war, how for a whole generation this would be their first real experience of war. I felt a shudder down my spine. War! But against whom? Against terror, it turned out. The worst possible kind of war, one where the enemy can barely be defined, let alone seen. 

Tony Blair reassured the US that Britain would ‘stand shoulder to shoulder’ with them. Interesting language, I thought. And then more typically, Bush junior put it in terms straight out of a Western and which summed up much of what followed: ‘You’re either with us or against us’. These words were echoed in much of the Arab world and to my dismay I found that close friends and even distant family members sided against. The with-us-or against-us became an Islam versus the West. The famous clash of civilisations.

This was all exacerbated by the Danish cartoons and the controversy that followed. It summed up the clash to perfection because it encapsulated what the two don’t understand about each other. Muslims were offended to an extent that seemed not only unjustifiable but worryingly violent to Western eyes. Whilst in the West the controversy challenged the dearest and hardest won of Western values: the freedom of speech. Besides where was our sense of humour? Muslims could not even laugh at themselves, it seems, let alone tolerate dissenting views. 

All this leads directly to questions we are hearing today. Can Muslim and Western values stand side by side, or more to the point, can Islam — or Muslims — live peacefully within Western cultures? It has never been easy to be a Muslim living in Europe. In the past the main problem was one of negative perceptions. Muslims were seen as somewhat backwards and this was seen particularly in the views held about the status of women in Islam. 

Again this can be encapsulated by a cartoon, which someone sent me as a commentary to the French debate on banning the burqa. It is a drawing of a woman in a burqa but instead of the familiar rectangular slit at eye level the cartoonist has drawn the bars of a prison cell and behind it a woman screaming to be let out.  It’s a poignant image and once again there is the implicit assumption that no woman could possibly want to wear a burqa and thus that this is yet another example of the subjugation of women in the Muslim world. I do not wear a burqa, nor a head veil, nor dress in a way that can be described as ‘Muslim’. I dress much in the way that my mother did and her mother before her. Being Muslim has never been a dress code for me but faith. My way of being Muslim is very much European in its nature. 

I am, if such a thing can be deemed to exist, a secular Muslim. Someone for whom faith is a private matter that should not dictate superficial things such as what I choose to wear, nor become an identity label that I wear in order to make a political point, and most importantly, not something which serves to categorize people into us and them. Muslims like myself have found ourselves in a kind of no-man’s land. Never before would I have entertained the idea that one day I might find myself defending the right of a woman to cover herself in a black veil from head to toe if she so chooses. I dislike the practice intensely. I don’t see it as a religious duty and I certainly don’t want to see it become the norm, but my European education dictates that it is an infringement of her rights to stop her from doing so. Whereas we once had to explain and justify who we were, kind of like a cultural curiosity, we now go about with a label on our foreheads that says: ‘Beware, potential terrorist!’ 

The last decade has moved being Muslim from a pure matter of faith to a political identity. I refuse to wear that identity. I don’t view being Muslim as being any different to being Christian or being Jewish or being a member of any other faith. We all have the same basic needs and values, the same priorities. Essentially we are all on the same road through life. It is just that we wear different glasses to help us find our way. It was never a matter of being with us or against us, Muslim versus Westerner, but of being for freedom and life or for terrorism and destruction.

