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 Political Islam and the Media

 Abstract

 Pervaiz Nazir*

 [This article analyses some of the issues generated by the publication of cartoons of the
 Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) in a Danish newspaper in 2005. Tracing the contrasts in
 coverage of this issue in the Pakistani and British press, the article attempts to highlight
 the continuing limitation of the Western press in dealing with issues relating to 'political
 Islam,' especially since the current resurgent trends in Islam are perceived as a threat.
 This limitation is attributed to the Eurocentric assumptions made by the Western press
 about the relationship between Islam and politics in particular, and about Muslim
 societies and history in general. Judging Muslim societies through the prism of the
 West's own history, particularly its experience of secularizaton, delimits the potential for
 understanding, especially when this framework is construed to be objective when it, in
 fact, embodies prejudices embedded in history and inequalities in the power relations
 between Muslim societies and the West. - Authoi'

 Introduction

 It is an obvious, but nonetheless important, fact that, in liberal
 democracies, the mass media are an indispensable source of information
 about the contemporary world - information that is necessary to the
 formation of responsible political opinion. The liberal intelligentsia and
 public intellectuals are supposed to be an integral part of this process:
 reflecting on, analyzing, and explaining the wider implications of this
 information. Yet, too often, they fail in this task, content to support and be
 supported by the dominant discourse of the media. This is especially the
 case, when, from time to time, "crises" occur in which Islam or the Muslims
 are implicated; these often set in train a wider discourse on Islam and
 Muslims' and their incompatibility with the modern world, especially, with
 democracy, freedom of expression, tolerance of difference, and so on. For
 the diverse communities of Muslims, the Western discourse on Islam
 betrays a historical attitude of arrogance and prejudice, the roots of which
 can be traced to the Crusades and to colonial domination.

 The publication of cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad (peace and
 blessings be upon him [pbuh]) by a Danish newspaper in September 2005
 sparked off another crisis, and the discourse on Islam and the Muslims
 around the issues mentioned above started anew. This paper takes as its
 point of departure the publication of the cartoons and the discourse it set in
 motion in the Pakistani and Western media; this is contextualized within,
 and related to, the media and academic discourses on politics and religion
 (politicized Islam in particular) in the recent past. The analyses are
 discursive and are structured around the following themes: the assumption

 * Dr. Pervaiz Nazir is a Senior Fellow/Lecturer at the Centre for International Studies,
 University of Cambridge, UK.
 Author's Acknowledgment: I would like to thank Mr. Khalid Rahman for his helpful
 comments on an earlier draft of this paper.
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 that "religion" is the major threat to the principles of tolerance and
 democracy; the construction of "an Islamic enemy;" and the 'otherization'
 of Islam and the Muslims; the sacralization of the principles of freedom of
 speech; and Islam's alleged incompatibility with modernity.

 Media and public reactions to the cartoons in Pakistan
 The publication of cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) in a Danish
 newspaper and their reproduction in other European countries precipitated
 a sense of crisis throughout the Islamic world.1 Newspapers and the vastly
 expanded electronic media (including websites),2 both Muslim and non-
 Muslim, spread the news faster than ever before throughout the Muslim
 world from the first week of February when news of the cartoons first
 surfaced, and continued unabated for several weeks.3 Muslim societies
 across the world condemned the publication of the cartoons as another
 example of the West's hostility towards Islam, along with the policy of
 'regime change' which many on the Muslim street see as a ruse to weaken
 and dominate the Muslims. The issue became politicized and inextricably
 linked to current national and global politics.4 Large numbers of Muslims
 expressed their anger and demonstrated at the publication of these
 cartoons. These demonstrations were particularly violent in Pakistan and
 resulted in a number of deaths.5

 All Pakistani newspapers condemned the cartoons, although discussion
 of the issues involved differed in terms of quality. The explanations offered
 for publication of the cartoons and for the violence that ensued, globally
 and in Pakistan, were similar: arrogance and hypocrisy of the West, and the
 hurt feelings of the Muslims. In general, the response of the media was,
 with possibly one or two exceptions, emotive (understandably) and
 descriptive, and singularly lacking in an analytical approach for
 understanding the issues. From February 4, 2006, when the issue first
 appeared as a news item in Pakistani newspapers and the electronic media,
 into March 2006, coverage of the cartoon story by the mainstream English
 and Urdu press was characterized by headlines such as "Europe's uncivilized
 ways," "Defending the faith," "Targeting Islam and Muslim polities," "Free
 reign for racism," "The cartoon controversy: adding insult to injury," and so
 on.6

 1 The Prophet was apparently sketched to look like a terrorist/suicide bomber.
 ' Inflammatory websites, Doth pro-islamic ana anti-isiamic, musnroomea to aiscuss,
 condemn or support the cartoon.
 JOn the problematical issue of covering religion, in the media, see Eickelman ana
 Anderson, 1999.
 * As reported in the Pakistani daily, The News, of February 13, 2006, US Secretary
 of State Condoleezza Rice blamed Iran and Syria for creating a furore over the
 publishing of the cartoons to inflame anti-Western sentiment and incite violence for
 their own purposes. The cartoon issue was also discussed by the United Nations, the
 European Union, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the Organization of
 Islamic Conference (OIC), and national organizations in the US, UK and the Muslim
 countries. Iran and many other Muslim countries saw the hands of the Zionists
 behind the publication of the cartoons.
 b There were calls for the assassination of the Danish cartoonist, reminiscent of the
 death threats issued in 1989 against Salman Rushdie, author of The Satanic Verses.
 6 Other headlines included: "A satanic move," "Freedom of provocation," "Curtailing
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 The Daily Times, a liberal newspaper from Lahore, in an editorial
 entitled "Europe's ill-advised freedom of expression," said: 'The decision to
 publish the cartoons is indefensible and the employment of freedom of
 expression argument is the worst excuse that can be used to justify
 it...[D]emocracy is not just about freedoms; it is about rights and duties.
 And rights and duties are bound in dialectic where the right of one is the
 duty of another and vice versa. . . [I]f Europe really wants a dialogue with the
 Muslim world, it must begin by understanding the sentiments of Muslims
 and how much Muslims revere their religion and their Prophet (pbuh). Real
 understanding comes with respecting others, not denigrating them... [T] his
 is where Europe has fallen short. The governments and people of Europe
 should begin to appreciate the world they live in. Not long ago the
 Europeans fought each other on the basis of sects and religions. It was
 because religion played a very important part in their lives. It still does in
 the lives of some people."

 Another daily, The Nation, which has more nationalistic leanings,
 published a feature that condemned the "double standards being exercised
 by the so-called enlightened Europe and its free press, a press that is
 claiming its rights of expression and freedom, conveniently shelves both
 these virtues in case of reporting the acts of state terrorism perpetrated by
 Israel."7

 As evident by slogans, placards and interviews of demonstrators,
 protests in Pakistan against the publication of the cartoons also reflected
 public displeasure over President Musharraf's cooperation with the US and
 its allies, the Bajaur killings, and the army operation in Balochistan.8 The
 Nation attempted to give reasons for the protests and their violent turn,
 citing socioeconomic deprivation and inequality and lack of democracy,
 apart from the obvious hurt caused by the cartoon.9

 blasphemous press freedom/' "The racist cartoons/' "Selling insults and
 conspiracies/' "Let the dogs bark." and "The emerging conflict."
 7 The Nation, February 7, 2006. Lahore.
 8 The Pakistan army reportedly was(/is) carrying out military action against Baloch
 insurgents in the province of Balochistan; in Bajaur in the tribal belt, a US aircraft
 bombed suspected "foreign terrorists," killing several persons, including women and
 children.

 9 The Nation, February 17, 2006, Lahore. The editorial, titled "Writing on the wall," is
 worth reproducing in full:
 The violence that rocked Peshawer on Wednesday has been described as the worst
 ever in the city's history. Similarly what happened in Lahore a day earlier revived
 the memories of 1977. As in Lahore, most of the rioters were raw youth who
 attacked foreign fast food franchises, foreign mobile phone offices, cinemas and
 inter-city coaches of a Korean company. It seems the religious organizations and
 traders' groups who had initially issued the protest calls had not expected such
 violence. They have now distanced themselves from the demonstrators, accusing the
 government's inability to maintain peace, with some seeing the hand of the
 intelligence agencies behind the attack on property. Qazi Hussain Ahmad (leader of
 MMA) has accused the administration of concentrating on protecting its dignitaries,
 who he claims suffer from insecurity, while leaving the common man to fend for
 himself. An opposition leader has accused the government of allowing the situation
 to deteriorate so as to create an excuse for the imposition of Emergency and
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 The Pakistani government's attempts to ban the demonstrations were
 not only intended to stop the violence, but also to prevent the Opposition
 parties led by the MMA,10 a coalition of religious parties, from using religion
 for political ends. A government official stated that, "The opposition had
 tried to cash in on religious sentiments. Pakistanis are well aware of the
 situation and will not fall into the trap of religious politicians."11 The
 Opposition, in turn, accused the government of denying them their
 democratic rights to express opinion, of being lukewarm in its
 condemnation of the cartoons, and of pandering to Western governments
 and media in its effort to uphold its image as an enlightened and moderate
 regime under General Musharraf.

 The government rejected the Opposition parties' demand to break off
 diplomatic relations with Denmark.12 There were demonstrations in the
 Muslim diaspora, including in Britain.

 postpone the elections scheduled for 2007.
 While dissociating itself from the violence, the MMA leadership has announced that it
 will not cancel its schedule of protests. This includes shutdowns in Islamabad and
 Lahore and a country-wide strike on March 3 followed by rallies in Karachi and
 Quetta. Keeping in view events so far it remains to be seen if the MMA leaders can
 keep the peace during the protests. Many MMA leaders concede that the protests
 have gone beyond condemning the sketches. While the government is looking for
 scapegoats, it is being increasingly realized that there is a spontaneous outburst of
 pent-up resentment caused by numerous factors, the most important being
 economical and political. This supports the view, held by many, that the
 development strategy has not only failed to achieve a trickledown effect, but has
 instead increased concentration of wealth in relatively few hands, widening of the
 rich-poor gap as never before. The government's policies have also promoted
 exhibitionist lifestyles among the rich. While high unemployment continues, high
 inflation has made the dispossessed desperate.. In democratic societies peaceful
 ways are employed to express dissent. People disliking a government's policies know
 they can replace it in an orderly way well-defined in the constitution. But where ever
 elected governments are removed in defiance of the people's mandate and in
 violation of the constitution, and new administrations inducted by rigging and horse-
 trading, people loose confidence in the sanctity of the ballot. No sensible person can
 ever support this activity, but the example of many third world countries bears out,
 when mainstream parties are sidelined, the leadership passes into the hands of
 irresponsible elements and peaceful protests degenerate into mob violence. The
 government must take note of this dangerous trend. The only way to deal with it is
 by promptly holding elections in 2007, without excluding any national leader from
 participation, under a neutral set-up and an election commission by all to be seen as
 independent.
 10 The MMA is the Muttahida Majils-e-Amal (United Action Forum), a coalition of five
 Sunni and one Shi'a political parties. The MMA is the second largest political party in
 opposition in the National Assembly. It forms the government in the North West
 Frontier Province. It is also a part of a two-party coalition that forms the government
 in the province of Baluchistan.
 11 Daily Times, February 17, 2006, "Punjab government bans rallies."

 Diplomatic relations were not severed Dut tne Danisn tmoassy was snut aown,
 along with some other Western Embassies. The Danish Ambassador returned
 temporarily to Denmark.
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 Western reactions to Muslim anger
 In most of Europe and the United States, the demonstrations were, in the
 main, seen to be another example of Muslim intolerance and the absence of
 Enlightenment values of freedom of thought and speech and individual
 rights. In fact, the familiar theme of "Islam belonging to another century"
 or "Islam awaiting modernity" was subscribed to recently by the Dean of
 Southwark. The Times of April 26, 2006 carried a report titled: "Islam vin
 time of Reformation'". "Islam today is 'in the fifteenth Century,'" a senior
 Anglican clergyman said yesterday. The Dean of Southwark, the Very
 Reverend Colin Slee, said in a sermon at Cambridge University: "I believe
 that history will show that we are witnessing a Muslim Reformation." As
 with Judaism and Christianity in the past, he said, the response to
 reformation was characterized by a "retreat into certainties - political,
 nationalistic, doctrinal and scriptural. It is fundamentalism." He argued that
 reformations in Judaism and Christianity had taken place when those
 religions were 1500 years of age. Islam was at a comparable stage and the
 world was "deeply uneasy."

 More will be said on this perception of Islam in the modern world in the
 sections that follow; but it must be said that the Dean's understanding is
 premised on the notion that "traditional Islam" is unchanging and that its
 current structure (and crisis) is a stage in its development (rather than a
 dimension of the totality called "Islam" as it has developed over time); and
 that Islam too must follow the same historical transformation as Judaism

 and Christianity. Even though the Dean's attempt to understand the
 predicaments of contemporary Islamic societies and ideologies is clumsy, it
 does attempt to historicize the issue of the Islamic revival and reformation.
 This goes beyond the emotive outpouring and almost entirely rhetorical
 flurries and defensiveness to be found in the Pakistani press. Notably, even
 though there is a huge disparity in the power relations between the West
 and the Muslim countries, unlike the media in the former, which at times
 attempted to see or empathize with the "Muslim" point of view on the
 cartoons, no attempt was made in the Pakistani media to reflect on the
 sceptical intellectual tradition in the West. A Westerner may fully support
 the Palestinian or Kashmiri rights but at the same time uphold the right to
 publish cartoons that are offensive to Muslims.

 Unlike in Continental Europe, most British politicians and the majority
 of newspapers acknowledged the hurt the cartoons must have caused. No
 UK newspaper reproduced the cartoons.13 Nevertheless, the chasm that
 developed between Muslim societies and the West after 9/11 grew wider
 after the cartoons. The "clash of civilization" thesis, which many liberals had
 rejected, seemed worthy of reconsideration.

 13 Some newspapers in Europe, for example in Italy, reprinted the cartoons, but no
 British or US newspapers printed them.
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 Western perceptions of Islam, particularly political Islam
 As mentioned above, this paper seeks to analyze the Western14 and Muslim
 discourse on the relationship between religion and politics in general and
 between Islam and politics in particular, that has resurfaced over the
 cartoons. This is done rather discursively around the themes that have
 been projected in the print and electronic media, as well as academic
 discourse, chiefly, the association of Islam or religion with violence, and the
 alleged desire of many Islamists to return to or reproduce traditional social
 and economic conditions based on an "Islamic state," which can only be
 backward, or, put another way, the characterization of the worldwide
 Islamic revival as a reactionary socio-political movement.

 These issues are important not only for national and international
 politics, but also because they involve questions of foreign policy,
 citizenship and human rights that Islamists wish to reformulate. They also
 raise theoretical issues related to the relationship between democracy,
 secularism and religious politics, which are rapidly spreading around the
 world, including the Muslim countries, by the burgeoning of print and
 electronic media.

 Religion and violence
 For some years now, the Western media have been reporting on events of
 violence wherein the perpetrators identify themselves as members of
 religiously-inspired movements: in London, Muslims carry out deadly
 attacks in the London Underground; in New York, Muslims bring down the
 twin towers on 9/11; in Russia, Chechen Muslim rebels hold hostage and
 kill school children; in India, Hindu extremists target Muslims and foment
 riots, and upper caste Hindus burn transgressive outcastes alive; in the US,
 'pro-life' Catholics and Protestants threaten doctors with death.

 One academician has called this phenomenon "the revenge of God"
 against the secular Enlightenment.15 These and similar developments have
 been endlessly commented on in the media and academic publications.
 They are invariably presented as the multifarious symptoms of the rejection
 of modernity. But is this the case? How plausible is the 'religion as
 pathology's explanation? Nor, as we shall see, can the rise of militant Islam
 be conceptualized as a desperate expression of modern aspirations that
 have been too long frustrated, relative deprivation, unfulfilled desire to
 indulge in consumerism, and so on. Although analyses and explanations
 abound, interest in such events in the Western media is notably uneven.

 14 The term "West" is used throughout this article to mean not just a space, but also
 the embodiment of power/hegemonic relationship with the non-West. It is
 recognized that the West is not an integrated totality, that many people in the West
 contest secularism or interpret it in different ways, that the modern epoch in the
 West has witnessed many arguments and several irreconcilable aspirations. On the
 contrary, those who assume modernity as a project know that already. The
 important question therefore is not to determine why the idea of the West is a
 misdrescription, but why it has become hegemonic as a political goal, what practical
 consequences follow from that hegemony, and what social, economic and political
 conditions maintain it.

 15 Kepel, 2002.
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 Islam tends to be regarded as a greater moral and political affront to
 modernity than other religious traditions. The violent activities of Islamic
 militants (called "fundamentalists") are often identified with the essence of
 an entire historical tradition. Even when there is no direct violence, Islam
 appears as the bearer of a frightening monotheistic tradition that calls
 insistently for fusing together politics and religion.16 It threatens thereby to
 undermine the very foundation of modern values that are said to be
 exemplified in Europe and North America, that include secularism and
 personal freedom as understood and lived by in these countries.

 Political Islam as threat

 The uneven focus on events of religious violence lends credibility to the
 perception that Islam is perceived as a major threat to the West. The
 names of authors who have dealt recently with this topic are legion.
 Prominent among them is the orientalist Bernard Lewis, who, in 2002,
 discerned extreme anger in the Muslim world directed against the entire
 world (meaning the West, since the latter is the world).17 In an earlier
 work, Lewis had asserted that Muslim governments had built up an
 elaborate apparatus of international consultation and, on many issues,
 cooperation; that these governments held regular high-level conferences
 and, despite differences of structure, ideology, and policy, had achieved a
 significant measure of agreement and common action. This international
 cooperation, Lewis claimed, sharply distinguished the Islamic peoples from
 those who profess other religions.18 Clearly, Lewis overlooked international
 organization, cooperation and consultation among Hindus, Catholics, Jews
 and Protestants and their diasporas. Another prominent author is Samuel
 Huntington who argues that "a central focus of conflict for the immediate
 future will be between the West and several Islamic-Confucian states."19

 Of course, such slovenly, perhaps, irresponsible, views are not
 universal among Western experts on Islam, several among whom are,
 regrettably, only self-styled experts. Many have rejected the underlying
 assumption, including John Esposito.20 In an issue of Foreign Affairs, the
 question of whether Islam poses a threat to the West is debated by Leon
 Hadar21 (who argues effectively that there is no real threat) and Judith
 Miller (who maintains that there is)22. However, far more important than
 the arguments and evidence mobilized in this debate - which are
 constantly replicated in Western publications and the media - is the fact

 16 There is a widespread belief that monotheistic religions, as exemplified in
 particular by Islam, are quintessentially intolerant. It is argued by the proponents of
 this view that the sharply bounded, integrated, and totalistic character of
 monotheistic belief systems makes them hostile to difference and jealous of loyalties
 (see Halbertal and Margalit, 1992). The general conclusion about monotheistic
 intolerance is unconvincing, resting as it does on an oversimple assumption of the
 relation between language and social life.
 17 Lewis, 2002.
 10 Lewis, 1988.

 Huntington, 1993.
 Esposito, 1992.

 " Hadar, 1993
 22 Miller, 1993
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 that, regardless of the position taken by individuals in the debate, the
 questions that underlie it remain urgent: "Is the Islamic revival really
 dangerous? If so, what exactly does it threaten?"

 Those for whom the answer to the first question is in the affirmative
 refer mainly to "Western interests" and, sometimes, to "modern values,"
 and assume an easy connection between thç two. Thus, the Western media
 are more alarmed about violent and authoritarian tendencies that appear to
 be generated by "Islam" than by those attributable to other religions. In
 fact, one can discern a vicious circle in which the more the media focus on
 incidents and developments that can be assigned to "Islam," the more
 disproportionate that alarm becomes.

 But there is another interesting selectivity: Western media are far
 more interested in threats to cartoonists and literary writers than in the
 cruelties perpetrated against other human beings. In India, for example,
 studies show that, from 1948 to 2005, there have been about thirty-six
 thousand riots perpetrated by extremist Hindus against Muslims alone (i.e.
 leaving aside riots against the so-called Untouchables, Christians and other
 minorities).23 These horrendous events have never been given the
 extensive coverage they deserve, nor vehemently condemned; nor has
 extreme Hinduism been vilified by the Western media or the liberal
 intelligentsia.24 By contrast, the Muslims' death threats against, and
 declaration of a reward for, killing the cartoonist who drew the cartoon of
 the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh) have been well-publicized.

 Lives of unequal value
 Even before 9/11, the London bombings of July 7, 2005 ("7/7"), and the
 invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, worldwide publicity was given to the
 death threats made by Muslim extremists against British novelist Salman
 Rushdie and Bangladeshi novelist Nasreen Taslima.25 It is worthwhile to

 23 Jaffrelot, 2001, pp. 153-4. Jaffrelot's data shows that there were over 25,000
 anti-Muslim riots between 1954 and 1998. Data from various official sources,
 including the journal Economic and Political Weekly for the years from 1999 to 2006
 suggests the number of anti-Muslim riots to be over 36,000.

 Amnesty International, 2004, p. 1. The Report summarizes: "mere was increasing
 concern at the erosion of human rights protections in the context of 'anti-terrorism'
 measures against political groups, and continuing communal tensions. Systematic
 discrimination against vulnerable groups including women, religious minorities, dalits
 and adivasis (tribal people) was exacerbated by widespread use of security
 legislation, political interference with the criminal justice system and slow judicial
 proceedings in a continuing climate of impunity. Tensions remained high in the state
 of Gujarat in the aftermath of widespread communal violence in 2002. Witnesses to
 the violence and human rights abuses were threatened and concerns grew about the
 impartiality of institutions of the criminal justice system in the state, including the
 police, prosecution service and elements of the judiciary. A committee constituted by
 the Ministry of Home Affairs suggested recommendations for the reform of the
 criminal justice system which could potentially undermine human rights protection
 even further."
 25 One may note that Taslima, being a less accomplished author, should find her
 case less widely publicised than that of Rushdie. This could also be because she
 wrote in an Asian language and not in English.
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 reflect why far less interest Is taken by the Western media in the number of
 casualties caused in Afghanistan and Iraq by the invasion of the US-led
 Coalition forces, or in the killing of Kashmiri militants by Indian security
 forces.26 Is it because the Western liberal intelligentsia and public
 intellectuals regard the lives of literary figures (or other famous individuals)
 to be more valuable than those of other mere mortals? Or is it, as some
 claim, because, in threatening these figures, principles are involved that
 affect the fundamental constitution of modern liberal society? In other
 words, is this unevenness of moral concern due to the perception that, in
 attacking authors, Muslim extremists are attacking Freedom of Speech, and
 in seeking to murder critics of religion, they are trying to kill the liberties on
 which modern society itself is built? But if this is admitted to be an
 adequate explanation for the West's unequal emotional responses to
 different types of human outrage, one is led to the following disquieting
 thought: some of our secular liberals are more easily moved by what they
 see as an affront to transcendent sacred principles (like the religious
 militants) than by actual instances of gross cruelty to particular human
 beings. The 'principles' are, so it appears, highly emotive symbols of the
 personal identity of the liberal literary intelligentsia.

 This becomes more evident when we examine the remarkable lack of

 interest, in the media and among most public intellectuals in Europe and
 North America, in the cases of persons held indefinitely, without trial, in
 British and American prisons.27 The following letter written by a group of
 Algerian "Islamists" in a British prison was published in The Guardian of
 April 26, 2006:

 We are being held as political hostages.

 We are Algerian men who have now been locked up in prison in this
 country for as long as five years. We know that we face torture in our

 26 One could also mention here the lack of interest of the Western media in the
 torture and killing of non-famous persons: a report of the All Parties Hurriyat
 Conference (n.d.) reveals that, between 1989 and April 2004, a total of 88,297
 people were killed in Indian occupied Jammu and Kashmir. Of these, 6,627 persons
 were killed while in custody. In addition, there were 107,994 arrests and 77,554
 detentions; 105,739 children were orphaned; 104,511 buildings were burned;
 22,003 women were widowd; there were 9,428' rapes. Likewise, a Human Rights
 Watch report (1993) describes in detail the heinous activities of official Israeli units
 disguised as Palestinians, dwelling especially on the killing of Palestinian youth who
 are neither "wanted" nor armed, and who are shot when they are posing no
 immediate danger to the lives of others.
 27 If Islam is represented abroad as a threat to secular liberal symbols, then Muslims
 living in the West can, at the very least, be regarded with suspicion. Media
 representations, selective and ideologically organized, focus on threats at home and
 threats from abroad and often work in tandem with certain fears of the liberal

 intelligentsia, who see the "Islamic-Arab" world as pushing its foreign religious
 identity into Britain through the routes of migration, asylum, exile, and so on. This
 fear converges with the opportunistic designs of politicians, who wish to silence
 dissent over US/UK foreign policy in general and the invasion of Afghanistan and
 Iraq in particular. Several hundred people have been incarcerated without trial and
 on mere suspicion under recent Anti-Terror legislation.
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 country of origin, but some of us have come to the decision that a quick
 death is preferable to the slow death we feel we are enduring. We have
 tried to tell the media and, in particular, we have tried to tell the Islam
 channel in this country, but had the phone box closed down so we could no
 longer phone the presenter of the programme. We know that the
 population at large in this country, including Muslims, knows nothing of
 what has happened to us. We write to ask that you help us break the
 silence. We are all on hunger strike and have been so now for a week.

 The forgotten Long Lartin hostages
 Long Lartin Prison, Evesham, Wore.

 There are numerous other cases of Muslim detainees of different

 national origins held under terror laws in similar predicaments.28

 Now, one might suppose that the media and public intellectuals in
 Western countries concerned about defending modern secular liberties
 would create a public outcry, even if it is not quite as passionate as it was
 in the Rushdie case. For not only is this simply a case of gross abuse of
 human rights, it is also a case where fundamental modern liberties are
 directly attacked by a government. Yet, this case (and several others, for
 example, in Belmarsh Prison in Britain) is not considered a cause for
 concern by the media in the West, or pursued by those who have access to
 its media, in its human specificity. This is because, related as it is to
 "Islamists," it cannot be construed as an attack on the sacred symbols
 defining the collective identity of a media and literary intelligentsia that
 regards itself as the guardian of the secular, modern state.29

 Here, one may mention a paradox which, in the main, holds only
 partially and in diluted form in the post-9/11 and 7/7 eras: The same
 Western press that contributes to the representation of an aggressive and
 intolerant Islam comes forward to defend victimized individuals.30

 Religious and secular violence and oppression
 From the time that demonstrations against the cartoons began in Britain in
 the first week of February, British newspaper headlines in the mainstream
 'quality press' included "Freedom v faith: the firestorm/' "Flames of Islamic

 28 One example is Babar Ahmad, a British citizen of Pakistani origin, who is accused
 of raising funds for a terrorist organization and awaits extradition to the US when no
 evidence against him has been found for him to be tried in Britain; another is
 Mahmoud Abu Rideh, a Palestinian refugee living in Britain since 1977. He was taken
 into custody in December 2001; since then, he has been incarcerated at the
 Belmarsh High Security Prison where he suffered racist abuse. In March 2005, he
 was "released" under a "control order." He now lives in Britain with his wife and five
 children from whom he was separated while in prison. He has never been charged
 with a crime, or questioned in relation to any alleged offence (Amnesty
 International, 2006).
 29 On the issue of human and civil rights abuses relating specifically to Muslims in
 Britain, see the literature produced by the Islamic Human Rights Commission, UK,
 which is available at http://www.ihrc.org.
 JU One may note the exposure of the ADu GhraiD atrocities, ana tne rendition mgnts
 routed through Britain.
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 fury spread to Beirut," "Muslims outraged by new cartoons of prophet in
 hell/' "Danish apology fails to quell Muslim anger," and "How [Muslim]
 clerics spread hatred over cartoon," etc.31 The underlying assumption of the
 headlines and the opinions conveyed were that "religion" in general and
 Islam in particular is the major threat to the principles of tolerance and
 democracy. However, this basic premise, which was adopted apparently en-
 masse in the Western liberal discourse and by the public intellectuals that
 articulate issues and inform the public in such matters, is in fact highly
 questionable. Although Islam (or religion, in general) is often considered to
 be integral to present-day violence and disruption, it can hardly be denied
 that great acts of human cruelty and destruction in the twentieth century
 have been carried out by secular governments (Nazi Germany, Stalinist
 Russia, Pol Pot's Cambodia, etc.), not by religious ones. In the US, which
 considers itself a model of liberal-democratic government and of the
 constitutional separation of Church and state, we have witnessed, until very
 recently, the intolerance of McCarthyism, anti-Semitism, and legal
 apartheid between whites and blacks; today, we have the pervasive
 miseries of entrenched racism and massive poverty. Post-9/11 intolerance
 towards US citizens of Muslim and Arab background as well as the
 suspension of human rights of prisoners in the Guantanamo Bay Camp bear
 testimony to the abuse and grotesque manipulation of human rights and
 individual freedom. On this evidence, one can challenge the easy secularist
 connection between intolerance and religion.

 Indeed, one may suggest that there is more to be feared from some of
 the trends generated by secular democracy: the existence of a single global
 power possessing massive quantities of weapons of mass destruction; the
 sovereignty of the nation-state; the flooding of non-European countries
 with weapons manufactured and sold by the West; worldwide pollution and
 degradation of the natural environment; the development and application
 of sophisticated technologies of social control; a global economy of
 unbounded consumption whose movements are poorly understood, etc.32
 Thus, in identifying "religion" as the real threat to tolerance and sanity, one
 allows oneself an easy escape from the enormous problems that confront
 the modern world.

 While religion in general is often thought of as a major danger, it is
 Islam that is frequently represented as a uniquely intractable instance of
 active religion in the modern world, which "fuses religion and politics," and
 gives rise to the familiar pathology. In the modern world, the proper place
 for religion is believed by many to be restricted to the private sphere. The
 perception of Islam as a "religious civilization" is a construct not only of the

 31 These headlines are from the February issues of The Guardian , The Independent,
 The Times, and The Daily Telegraph. Among other heads and captions were: "Muslim
 protests are incitement to murder/' "Militant Muslim protestors face arrest/' "Prince
 calls on Muslims to be more tolerant/' "The tinderbox/' and "Suicide Bomb
 protestors arrested."
 32 This is not to present an apocalyptic scenario, or to denounce modernity, but to
 highlight the futility of making religion a scapegoat when the problems confronting
 the world are so clearly not of its making and to suggest that, with all its problems,
 this is the only world we have, and we try to live in it as best we can.
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 media but also of intellectual discourse. It is a discourse in which the rich

 and diverse history of Muslim societies, which spans three continents and
 one-and-a half millennia, is reduced to the essentialist principles of a
 distinctive "religious civilization."

 Such essentialist characterizations of the so-called Islamic civilization

 are sometimes carried out sympathetically, but mainly, especially since
 9/11, with hostile intent. In either case, they prompt people to explain the
 many authoritarian or violent trends in Muslim countries in terms of an
 essential Islam. There are several objections to such an explanatory
 procedure, but one can confine oneself here to the most obvious case from
 the subcontinent: No liberal scholars or the media today would suggest that
 the powerful authoritarian campaign throughout India for Hindutva
 expresses the essence of Hinduism33; yet, Western writers continue to
 identify an essential "authoritarianism" in Muslim societies and to attribute
 it to Islam's monotheistic beliefs and identity of religion and politics.

 Historical precedents and contemporary discourse on Islam
 The Western intellectual discourse on the "Islamic civilization" goes back at
 least to the first half of the nineteenth century, and continues in
 contemporary times through scholars such as von Grunebaum, Gibb, Watt,
 Lewis, Crone and Cook, Geertz and Gellner, and many others.34 Although
 this discourse is not invariably hostile, it does make it possible to represent
 the contemporary Islamic revival as reaction of a civilizational essence
 against the challenge of modernity. However, one can contend that the
 very idea of "civilization," in itself a nineteenth century invention, is not
 helpful for thinking constructively about the cultural and political problems
 of our time. On the other hand, "tradition," often falsely opposed to
 "modernity" and "reason" since the Enlightenment, is a far more promising
 concept. This needs to be discussed.

 Islam and its tradition of tolerance
 Islam is a major tradition in countries where Muslims live. It is not the only
 tradition, of course, but it is one that still constitutes a significant part of
 the lives of Muslims. Because Muslim societies are in a crisis, the Islamic
 tradition is in crisis too. It has to be defended, argued through and
 reconstructed if it is to be viable. This refers not simply to intellectual
 tradition, to philosophy, theology, history, etc., which (so we are
 continually told by critics of Islam) are in a state of decay, but also to the
 ways of living that are articulated, in diverse conditions, by the Islamic
 tradition. But we should not take it for granted that, in order to be viable,
 the Islamic tradition needs to be remade in the image of liberal Protestant
 Christianity.

 People are now increasingly conscious of living in a single
 interdependent world. However, Muslim societies are not new to absorbing

 33 See Mehta, 2004 and Apaiah, 2003.
 34 Of course, since 9/11, many writers have come to the fore in whose writings the
 notion of a civilizational essence of Islam is implicit, although their immediate
 concerns have to do with the "war against terror."
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 elements from other civilizations. In the past, ideas and material culture
 from the Hellenic, Persian, Chinese, African and Indian societies were
 synthesised and incorporated into Muslim societies as long these were
 compatible with and did not contradict Muslim tradition. Contrary to the
 frequent allegations made today about "Islamic intolerance/' Muslim
 empires in the past were more tolerant of diversity of religions and cultures
 than Europe.35 Western scholars who concede this history sometimes insist
 that non-Muslims lived under Muslim rule as "second class citizens." But

 this understanding is entirely anachronistic because no one in those
 hierarchical empires was a "citizen," and the majority of Muslim subjects
 cannot in any meaningful sense be regarded as part of "the ruling class."
 Besides, Muslim rulers often employed Christians, Jews and Hindus in
 positions of power and trust, who therefore had authority over Muslims. In
 saying this, the intention is not to imply that Muslim rule and populations
 were never bigoted and never persecuted non-Muslims. The social and
 moral assumptions around which such empires and kingdoms were
 constructed are, of course, no longer viable, but they did embody certain
 principles of tolerance that were absent not only in Latin Christendom but in
 post-Enlightenment European states too. They did not require everyone -
 whether Muslim or not - to live according to a single set of "self-evident
 truths." Such arrogant and intolerant insistence has in fact reached its apex
 in secular modernity and liberal' democracy.

 Reflections on contemporary Muslim "extremism' and its objectives
 It needs to be emphasised that the systematic extremism so characteristic
 of many Islamic political movements in recent times is a product, not of the
 mainstream historical tradition of Islam, but of modern politics and the
 modern state that the West itself has produced. Many academic
 commentators have pointed to the modern ideologies and organizations of
 contemporary Islamists.36 Such analyses are nearly always conducted to
 demonstrate the speciousness of the claim to authority made by these
 movements. By asserting that there is a sharp split between "traditional
 Islam" and "modern development," these analysts imply that authentic
 Islamic tradition cannot become genuinely modern.

 The commentators are mistaken in making this sharp opposition. More
 importantly, they rarely go on to ask themselves what their conclusion
 indicates about modern historiography and the modernizing state. They fail
 to note that it is the unprecedented ambition of the latter - its project of
 transforming the totality of society and subjectivity in the direction of
 continuous productive progress - that creates a space for correspondingly
 ambitious Islamist politics. Islamic history had no such space; that space,
 with its coercive and totalitarian potentialities, belongs entirely to Western
 modernity.37

 35 Therefore, even Europe may have something to learn from the history of
 comparative religions and societies.

 Kepel, 2002.
 J/ Even if the Islamist assertion that Islam is and ought to be "a complete way of
 life" were to be construed as a basis for a totalitarian society, the level of technology
 available to pre-modern Islamic states would not have permitted totalitarianism.
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 In fact, there was no such thing as a state in the modern sense in
 Islamic history, or for that matter, in pre-modern European history.38 (By a
 "state in the modern sense" is meant a state that stands as a sovereign
 structure apart from both the governors and the governed, which it is the
 government's duty to maintain, and which articulates, through the territory
 it controlled, the entirety of society.) Like Western orientalists, Muslims
 who call for the establishment of an Islamic state take for granted that the
 rise of Islam in the seventh century saw the establishment of a theocratic
 state in Arabia, in which religion and politics were indissolubly fused
 together.39 These Islamists and orientalists see later Muslim history as a
 falling away from that model - a process in which a separation occurred
 between religious and political institutions. For Islamists, this separation
 constitutes the betrayal of a sacred ideal that Muslims are required as
 believers to restore. For orientalists, the lingering connection between
 politics and religion in Islam defines a schizophrenic compromise that has
 always prevented a progressive reform of Islam.40

 Some contemporary Muslim (and non-Muslim) scholars are beginning
 to ask whether it is right to represent Islamic history in these terms at all.41
 Such representation, it may be argued, is the product of a nineteenth-
 century European historiography in which the modern categories of religion
 and state are used anachronistically. Moreover, the pathology of the fusion
 between religion and politics in the West (often with violence and
 intolerance) is imputed into Islam with its quite different historiography and
 consequence of toleration.

 This is a complex historical and theological theme that cannot be
 discussed presently, but the important point is that one may question the
 Western understanding of the meaning of a theocratic state. The original
 Islamic theocratic state, which is the real cause of contemporary Islamist
 ambitions, ought not to be understood in the Western - nineteenth century
 European - sense that developed under the evolutionary theories of
 religion.42 It should be understood in its own terms and in light of its own
 history. But, even if we were to accept the suggestion that "a religious
 state" is not essential to the tradition of Islam, this need not undermine the

 Modern technology became available in modern Europe.
 There were princes, of course, and dynasties (the modern Arabic word for state

 is dawiah, an extension of the classical Arabic word for "dynasty"; the Urdu/Punjabi
 word for state is " sarkar ," which also means proprietor of an establishment or lord).
 These figures headed centralized institutions for functions such as securing law and
 order and extracting tax.
 39 This is only correct in part. For, whilst many of the Qur'anic injunctions and
 guidelines were operationalized in the early Medinan state under the authority of the
 Prophet (pbuh) and the first four "Rightly Guided" Caliphs, it is nevertheless
 debateable if it constituted a theocracy. However that might be, the early Medinan
 state is the model which many Muslims wish to replicate presently, because it was
 both a democratic and a welfare state (See Ahmad, 1993).
 40 These political histories, incidentally, should not be confused with the belief held
 by pious Muslims that successive generations after the Prophet (pbuh) declined in
 virtue.

 41 For example, Hallaq (2001) and Gerber (1999).
 42 This is not to suggest that European origin does not in itself render it invalid.
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 validity of any kind of politicized Islam, which, far from receding as Kepel
 suggests, is expanding.43

 Causes of Islamic revival

 One can contend that it is entirely misplaced to represent all forms of
 Islamic revival merely as accidental growths caused by the combination of
 deteriorating economic conditions and Western ideologies. People respond
 to contemporary conditions; they are not passively determined by them.
 Their traditions and interpretations of history, and therefore their
 formulation of the problems they face, are part of these conditions. They
 should not be seen simply as reacting to Western ideas and conditions
 created by the West.44

 It is often wrongly stated by Westerners that Muslims are allergic to
 self-criticism. Such statements confuse dictatorial rulers with the people
 they rule.45 When analyzing the violence, collective and individual, which
 we witness in Euro-American countries, perceptive analysts point to the
 conclusion that something is structurally wrong with their political systems
 as well as with their economies. That conclusion is certainly widespread
 among most Muslims about their own countries. In any society whose
 inhabitants are undergoing and acknowledge a wide-ranging social crisis,
 intense and passionate conflict over principles of renewal are almost
 inevitable. Thus, militancy finds its place, as European history surely
 attests. In this respect, those who insist on secularism as the solution to all
 our political ills are no different from the. Westerners who criticise the
 militants who speak in the name of Islam, or, for that matter, in the name
 of any other living religious tradition. One may hope that another kind of
 history-for-the-present may emerge in Muslim countries, overlapping with
 that of other societies, and connected to them by a multiplicity of

 43 Kepel, 2002, Op. cit.
 44 Islamic movements of revival predate the impact of Western modernity in Muslim
 countries. Thus, in the eighteenth century, there were several attempts at reform
 and theological renewal in the Muslim world. In general, the reforming thinkers took
 pains to distinguish between the absolute truth of the divine text and the authority
 of interpretive positions adopted by traditionalists and legal scholars over the
 centuries. One of these eighteenth-century thinkers was Shah Waliullah of Delhi,
 who wrote at the time of the breakup of the Mughal Empire in India. In Arabia, at
 the same time, the Najdi reformer Muhammad bin Abd al-Wahab joined forces with
 the Saud family to establish the political entity that eventually became Saudi Arabia.
 In the second half of the eighteenth century, Osman dan Fodio developed far-
 reaching educational and political reforms in West Africa on the basis of a carefully
 argued Islamic position. Like other Muslims of their time, they accepted
 unquestionably the divine authority of the Qur'an, and the exemplary status of the
 Prophet (pbuh). Yet, each produced remarkably distinctive theological and practical
 solutions to what he perceived as the principal problems of his time and place. The
 rich and subtle thought of Shah Waliullah contrasts with the austerity of Ibn Abd al-
 Wahab, and the latter's rigor with Fodio's principled flexibility. These and other
 Islamic reformers have their intellectual heirs today- Muslims, who attempt, with
 varying resources and in very different conditions, to address the problems of the
 modern world.

 45 In Pakistan, as elsewhere in the Muslim world, Islamists are among the strongest
 critics of their own societies. The "religious" newspapers and journals carry detailed
 criticisms of economic and political conditions, projects, policies, and so on.

 35

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.33 on Thu, 17 Jan 2019 10:12:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Policy Perspectives

 relationships, in a fashion quite unlike the one envisaged by Huntington.46
 In fact, Rached Ghannouchi, a respected contemporary Islamist scholar/
 politician, proposes various possibilities and modalities for Islamist politics.
 He writes (2007: 273) [sic]:47

 Can any Muslim community afford to hesitate in participating in the
 establishment of a secular democratic system if it is unable to establish an
 Islamic democratic one? The answer is no. It is the religious duty of the
 Muslims, as individuals and communities, to contribute to the efforts to
 establish such a system. In this way, Muslims would seek the establishment
 of the government of rationale due to their inability to establish the
 government of Shari'ah'... And (2007: 278):

 [I]slamic circles [ought] to adopt power-sharing. ..even in a secular
 style government. ..as a means for achieving mutual goals such as national
 solidarity, respect for human rights, civil liberties, cultural, social and
 economic development. ..[t]he root of the problem in the Muslim world lies
 in the hegemony of despotism. Our main task now is to combat despotism
 in favour of a genuine and true transition to democracy.

 For many Islamists this does not mean that differences between
 Muslims and non-Muslim politics should be synthesised into a lowest
 common denominator to which all can happily subscribe. Nor does it mean
 that the Muslim political identity should become so mobile that, as some
 postmodernists would have it, no one can be continuously one kind of
 moral being belonging to a distinctive community. What it does mean is
 that Islamists should be prepared to engage productively with members of
 others, challenging and enriching themselves through these encounters
 and, if need be, "choosing the best from the West" as long this does not
 contradict Muslim tradition. However, as history shows, it is the West with
 its overwhelming power that does not want to engage with Islam, or only
 wishes to 'engage' with it on its own terms. It is this one-way traffic,
 political, cultural, economic and ethical, that Islamic militants are disputing,
 for which they are construed as intolerant, as compared to the West with its
 tolerance for difference and plurality.

 On tolerance of difference and modernity
 This goes beyond tolerance of difference and pluralism, because very often
 "to tolerate" differences either means indifference, or simply implies not
 taking them seriously. This certainly has been the attitude behind the
 religious toleration bequeathed to the modern secular state by the
 European Enlightenment. But it is no longer adequate to regard religion
 simply as a type of private belief. In a political world where everyone is said
 to have the right to construct him or herself, religion is now also a base for
 publicly contested identities. As such, it is at the very centre of democratic
 politics, from which only the most determined anti-democratic power can
 keep it out. The problem is whether we can break away from the

 46Ghannouchi, in Donahue and Esposito, (eds) 2007.
 This book came onto the market in 20Ub, aitnougn tne year or puDiication it scares

 in its text is 2007.
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 fundamentalist vision of a single authentic, that is to say, a Euro-American
 modernity (as envisaged in the New World Order), and help to construct
 multiple modernities? It will be interesting to see how many Westerners will
 actually be drawn to this option despite the strong sense that most of them
 still have of their cultural power (and triumph) in relation, not only to
 Muslim societies, but also to other societies in the Third World.

 Conclusion

 This paper has attempted to provide a descriptive analysis of some of the
 main issues that were implicit or explicit in the cartoon controversy in
 2006. One of the most contentious issues touched upon was the reasons
 attributed to the rise of political Islam. The paper concludes on this theme
 with the hope that it will encourage further research in this area.

 The rise of political Islam in contemporary history and Islamism's
 preoccupation with state power is the result, not of socioeconomic or
 cultural deprivation only, but of the secular modernizing Muslim states'
 enforced claim to constitute legitimate social identities and spaces. Given
 that the modern/modernizing nation-state seeks to regulate all aspects of
 life, even the most intimate, such as birth and death, no one, religious or
 otherwise, can avoid encountering its ambitious powers. It is not only that
 the state intervenes directly in society for purposes of reform; it is that all
 social and economic activity requires the consent of the law, and therefore
 of the nation-state. The way social, economic and cultural spaces are
 defined, ordered and regulated makes them all equally political. So the
 attempt by Muslim activists to ameliorate social conditions, for example,
 through establishment of clinics or schools in underserviced areas, must
 seriously risk provoking the charge of political illegitimacy and being
 classified as 'Islamist/ The call by Islamist movements to reform the social
 structures through the authority of popular majorities in the national
 parliaments will be opposed by governments in the Muslim countries and in
 the West as anti-democratic. Such cases of religion entering into the
 political arena are often intolerable to secularists, primarily because of the
 motives imputed to their opponents rather than anything the latter have
 actually done. The motives signal the potential entry of religion into space
 either already occupied by the secular or left empty through negligence.48

 No Islamic movement that aspires to more than mere belief or
 inconsequential talk in public can remain indifferent to state power in a
 secular world. The Islamic resurgence is located in a secular world and the
 circumstances that comprise it. These circumstances oblige Islamist
 movements to emerge publicly as a political discourse, to assume state
 power, and to challenge the deeply entrenched power of secularism and
 nationalist discourse, both indigenous and in the West.

 48 Hence, the alarm with which international agencies from the West viewed the
 contribution of "Islamists" in the provision of relief to the Kashmir earthquake
 victims in 2005 (see International Crisis Group, 2005).
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