There is much to learn from Turkish example 
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THE event was regarded extraordinary for an officially ‘secular’ Turkey that had turned its back on the Ottoman Caliphate, 86 years ago in 1923.

It happened three months ago, when the body of the man who could have been the ‘Sultan of Ottoman Turkey’ had the Sultanate or Caliphate, as it was universally known, survived Mustafa Kemal’s seminal revolution. Ertugral Osman was heir-apparent to the last Caliph of Ottoman Turkey, Sultan Abdul Mejid. But he was banished from his native land along with all other surviving progeny of the Sultans when Ataturk abolished the institution of Caliphate. Ertugral couldn’t have been more than 12 at that time. He died in September at the ripe old age of 97, in Manhattan, where he had lived all his adult life in obscurity and virtual anonymity. 

It was, indeed, extraordinary for Turkey to have allowed the dead body of an Ottoman prince to return to his native soil for burial; no other Ottoman prominent had been given that honour in more than eight decades. The Turks had never been as cold-hearted and bloody-minded as the Russian Bolsheviks who not only abolished the centuries-old monarchy but also murdered, in cold blood, every member, old and young, of the Romanovs that they could lay their hands on. The Turks, in contrast, had allowed the royal progeny to leave the country and carry whatever they could take along, besides memories.

However, more extraordinary and news-worthy event was that Ertugral Osman was given a burial befitting royalty in Istanbul. His funeral prayers were performed at Istanbul’s most elegant mosque, the world-famous Blue Mosque of Sultan Ahmed, and attended by thousands of people, including politicians and prominent public figures from all walks of life in Turkey.

But a more extraordinary and amazing development, closely related to the event of three months ago is that the New York Times reported its details, in a front-page story, only on December 6. The timing of breaking the story was calibrated to deliver the maximum punch to its contents; it was splashed on the eve of Turkish Prime Minister Tayyeb Rajab Erdogan’s visit to the White House for a meeting with President Obama.

The thrust of the Times’ story was that the Turks were frustrated with the Europeans—who have been keeping them hopelessly at bay in as far as the question of Turkey’s membership of the European Union is concerned. As a fall-out of their frustration and dejection with Europe, the Times’ story argued, the Turks were turning inward to Islam.

It’s obvious that the newspaper’s intent in giving front-page prominence to a three-month old, and stale by journalistic yard-stick, couldn’t be other than raising the alarm—and putting Obama on notice—that secular Turkey was also relapsing into Islamic revival, something that the West’s Islamophobia has made anathema.

That sounded eerily in concert with the Islamophobia sweeping across Europe, from the Urals to the Alps. The latest, robust and strident, surfacing of the Europe’s Islamophobic iceberg in the picture-perfect and idyllic Switzerland occurred only days before the Times’ story making the headlines. 

The Swiss, bankers to the world, don’t mind at all those billions of dollars of Arab and Islamic money hoarded and stashed away in their bank lockers. But their patience and tolerance with Arabs and Muslims in general starts wearing thin the moment they see minarets of mosques dotting their sky-line. Church steeples are kosher but mosque minarets aren’t. 

The hype of the New York Times, or any other mouth-piece of the establishment in the west, can be explained by the megalomania afflicting the western minds, vis-à-vis anything remotely Islamic. Turkey, of all the Muslim countries in the world, had been treated, relatively, with a softer brush compared to the broad brush of extremism used with impunity to tar the rest of the Muslim world. 

But the moment the Turks show any expression of anger or frustration, because of the insults continually heaped on them by a Christian-conscious Brussels mafia bent on keeping EU a purely Christian club, they are ridiculed for turning inward to their religious roots. EU has opened its arms with warmth for wretched countries like Romania and Bulgaria—rotting satellites of the defunct Soviet Union—but has kept Turkey firmly tied into myriad knots at the EU portals.

Turkey isn’t re-discovering its Muslim roots as some Islamophobes in the West might reckon. Turks never cut themselves off their Islamic moorings. It was wrong of Lord Kinross, Ataturk’s celebrated biographer, to conclude that after the proclamation of secularism, by Ataturk, as Turkey’s new creed, the Islamic ideology of the Turks had gone ‘underground.’

Those, like this scribe, who have lived and travelled in Turkey, know it for a fact how deep-rooted is the Islamic ethos of the Turks, and these were never forsaken under the Kemalist onslaught. They are as good Muslims as any of their co-religionists anywhere in the world, if not better. The veneer of modernity and western culture that a casual visitor sees in Istanbul or Ankara could be highly misleading, especially to western journalists visiting any Muslim land with pre-conceived notions about it.

The most defining feature of Muslim Turks is their moderation, with absolutely no tinge of extremism of any kind about it. Extremism of a kind was with Kemal Ataturk who tried to swing the pendulum violently with the intent of uprooting a thousand years of Turkish Islamic civilisation in his blind pursuit of shoddy western culture. But he failed to impress more than a tiny minority of the Turks around his platform, while the vast majority of them remained firmly tethered to their pristine Muslim and Central Asian roots.

It’s a different matter, though, that power was monopolised by this tiny minority, including the powerful military that perpetuated itself into the centrum of authority in the name of securing and guarding the nebulous aura of Kemalism. Turkey’s majority Islamists were shunned and deliberately kept away from having any part of state power and authority.

But that started to change twenty or so years ago when a moderate and modern Islamist like Nejmeddin Erbakan rose to prominence on a platform of Islamo-centric political movement committed to wresting back political power for the majority Turks. Erbakan became Turkey’s first Islamist PM by defeating the pseudo-secularists at their own game. Although ultimately hounded out of office by a power-hungry military brass that felt beleaguered under Islamist rule, Erbakan succeeded in passing the baton to able lieutenants, like Prime Minister Erdogan and President Abdullah Gul, who personify moderate Islamist power of present-day Turkey.

The ruling Justic and Development Party (AKP) of Erdogan and Gul is the most convincing argument against the western critique that Islamic thought can’t be harnessed to fuel a modern society and launch it on a progressive course. Under these moderate Islamists, Turkey has kept developing into an economic power house that’s far ahead on modernisation, and far more dynamic, than all those piddling former Soviet satellites whom EU has embraced without demur or question. 

Turkey’s moderate Islamists have not only cut the arrogant military brass to size and kept it firmly on a leash but have also harnessed a moral authority that has had the courage to say no to George W. Bush, and spurn the offer of 30 billion dollars in assistance, for the use of its land to invade Iraq. Of all the Muslim leaders, Erdogan alone had the gumption to publicly rebuke Israel’s bumbling President Shimon Peres at Davos, last year, as comeuppance for Israel’s barbaric invasion of Gaza. 

More than any other Muslim polity, it’s Pakistan that should have all the incentive in the world to learn from the Turkish example. In Pakistan, we are struggling to keep the centre of political power from the hands of extremists who don’t mind, at all, spilling blood on the flimsy slogan of religion. 

Erdogan and Gul, and their colleagues, have shown with eminent success that there’s nothing missing of Islam’s guiding philosophy in the way they are fashioning a modern state that is, at one and the same time, also well-entrenched in the basic call of secular ideas. They are disproving the western phobia that secularism can’t flourish without cutting a society completely from its religious moorings. That’s the kind of blending that Pakistan’s ailing society so badly, and urgently, needs in order to stave off its tryst with self-destruction and hara-kiri.

