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LEARNING
TO COEXIS

Anthony McRoy talks to Professor Mona Siddiqui

ademicsin this country.Canyoutell us a little
about your upbringing?
My parents came to Britain from Pakistan when I
was very young, initially with no intention of stay-
ing — my father was a psychiatrist and wanted to do
some postgraduate exams — but before we knew it
Britain became our home.

Y)u are oneof the mosthigh-profileMuslimac-

How religious were they?

It’s very difficult to say, really — they were religious
in the sense that they had a very deep interest in lit-
erature that was to do with religion, and particularly
Islam. They were very well read, my father especial-
ly. We had books everywhere, which probably set us
slightly apart. They read the classics, commentaries,
current stuff — anything that was provocative or
stimulating. But there was never any doubt in their
minds about Islam as a faith and a way of life — they
were practising Muslims who prayed and fasted.

Were you sent to the mosque from an early age?

No. My brothers went when it was Eid, and occas-
ionally for Friday prayers; but we didn’t go there to
learn the Qur’an. All our religious education was at
home, really.

Was that unusual?

I think it was. My mother was very unusual. Even
though she had had no formal education in a college
or university, she knew how important education
was, and that awareness — and her strong personal-
ity — had a very big influence on our lives. She didn’t
want us to be part of this wider Muslim commun-
ity. We never physically lived in that community,
either. We weren’t conscious of that at the time, but
when I think back it’s obvious that that shaped the
way we thought about things.

Yougrewup in Huddersfieldwhereyourfather had
a job in the hospital. Whatsenseof identity did you
haveat the time?Therewasno suchthing as a Brit-
ish Muslim identity 35 years ago, was there?

No, absolutely — but then when you’re young you
don’t think about identity so much. Basically, you
just live your life at home, go to school, do your
work, and each day is very similar to the last.

I was very happy being who I was, both at home
and at school. In a way we were very conservative
and there were certain things we would never dream
of doing; and yet we had very generous intellectual
freedoms. There were no parameters set on what we

could read, the questions we could ask, the kind of
conversations we could have in the house and the
friends we could entertain.

I think my mother was very conscious that she
was going to have to give us all a very different up-
bringing to the one she had had. She did what she
thought was best, to allow us to think as Muslims
and respect certain cultural norms but to enable us
to live in a much wider cultural context. We had
Western friends and we went to their houses, but we
didn’t go to stay at other Asian people’s houses. I
think she was very concerned that we didn’t fall into
any - not ghettoised thinking necessarily, but think-
ing that might not have been good for us, perhaps.

We did grow up quite aloof in many ways, but
we also grew up very confident.

Howdid the crisis over The Satanic Verses in 1988-
89 affect you?lOvalwaysthoughtthat that wasthe

defining issue for British Muslims and their identity.

Yes, you’re probably right. My family didn’t really
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talk about it much, but at university I remember it
was the first big thing on my radar. I remember my
supervisor asking, ‘Do you want to go on the radio?
BBC Manchester want someone to speak about The
Satanic Verses.’ But I didn’t really want to say any-
thing, because I hadn’t read the book.

What led you to become an academic?

I think my father wanted us all to go into medicine,
but not all of us could, or would. Basically, to the
three sisters my mother said: ‘Given your personal-
ities, these are the careers I think would be good for
you...” To me she said, ‘You have a natural enthus-
iasm for arts and humanities. I would like you to go
into academia.” And it was as simple as that. Really,
I wanted to do something different — I wanted to go
into journalism, or into the Diplomatic Corps — but
I was aware that my mother had huge reservations,
and academia seemed very safe.

I got a scholarship to do a PhD, and I became so
interested in Islamic studies, and especially classical
Islamic law... But in a way I kind of fell into it.

May| ask whyyoudonOivearthe hijab? DonOmost

Islamic scholars say that it is required for women?

Hijab has become such an iconic image of Islam, in
a way it has almost been devalued. I disagree any-
way that Muslim women should cover their heads
all the time, but I think the fundamental reason why
I don’t wear it is that it has become so politicised.

Also, I think there are far more important issues.
Why are we judging people’s faith and piety on this
basis? I am certainly not denigrating women who
wear it, and who do so because they believe sincere-
ly that this is what they have to do; but if you speak
to most Muslim women, whether in the West or in
Muslim countries, they have much deeper issues.

Perhaps if I had been taught in a Muslim coun-
try by a Muslim scholar, my perspective might have
been very different; but I was taught by a non-Mus-
lim, who was looking at Islamic legal texts primarily
as literature. In fact, the challenge for me — apart
from getting to grips with this very difficult Arabic
—was that up to that point I had never really looked
at Islamic religious texts as anything but religious
texts.

Yousaythat hijab is not required,but isnOthere a
hadith whereMuhammadsaysa womanis to cover
everything except her hands and her face?

There are so many hadith and so many verses of
the Qur’an that you could use to argue either way.
There are so many things people of all religions do
or don’t do because they agree or don’t agree with
them, irrespective of what the literature says.

Howdo you feel aboutthe Frenchauthoritiesactu
ally prdnibiting the wearing okijab in public?

I think Muslims have to abide by that. I think that,
whatever the law is of any state, you have to abide
by it. The problem, if you say, ‘But we have a spec-
ial case,” is that everybody of any faith can say the
same. In a way —and I know that this sounds almost
a contradiction — it’s probably only within a largely
secular context that people can live out their faith
together. And it’s not just about the headscarf: it’s
really about the political consequences of what you
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do in the public arena. That’s what’s at the heart of
1t.

To be honest, I think that a minority owes some
generosity to a society that allows them to practise
their faith. And all the reservations that society has
— ‘How will this affect coexistence?’ — should be re-
spected. They should be debated, but they should
not be seen as an affront to your faith.

Is it possibleto be an Islamicfeminist?IOnthinking
in particular of versessuchas an-Nisa@:34, which
saysthat in somecircumstances mancanbeathis
wife.

Well, I could give you a very well-thought-out the-
ological explanation of the context and the history
of such verses, or I could just say: ‘’m not going to
justify them.” The point is that, for whatever reason
these verses were revealed and however we choose
to interpret them, we cannot use the Qur’an to pro-
pagate oppression. We can’t take verses in isolation
and say, “The Qur’an gives me this right.” We have
to give our own reason, and human progress, some
value as well. And we know that people have pro-
gressed in their thinking about such issues.

Often, the broader ethical images and issues in
the Qur’an have been totally overlooked or neglect-
ed because of certain verses that have been hijacked,
really, as the defining expression of Islam. And in
some ways what I’'m saying is that if these verses
have had a negative influence on cultures and gen-
der relations, we have to say we cannot incorporate
them any more into our cultural consciousness. We
have to say: ‘This is wrong.’

Many,moretraditional Muslimswouldsayyouhave
to start with the fact that the QurQais the final and
infallible revelation and it must be implemented.

It depends what you mean by ‘implemented’. The
Qur’an may be the final revelation which has rem-
ained unchanged in wording, but that doesn’t mean
it has remained unchanged in interpretation. If there
was only one way of reading the Qur’an, you would
have Muslims all over the world looking, feeling,
eating, dressing and talking exactly the same way.
Which is simply not the case.

Themoretraditional,and evenradical, Muslimsthat
| talk to woulddismissyouas someonavhohassold
out to the West.

I’'m very aware of that.

A lot of Muslims want to see a certain kind of
Islam as the ideal, irrespective of the actual reality
on the ground; but Islam has evolved. You can wear
as many hijabs as you want — or grow a long beard
—and it is not going to take you back to a prophetic
age, whatever you understand by that. You are liv-
ing in a context where Islam is not the dominant
religion, not the political force or the cultural em-
pire that it was all those years ago, and you have to
understand that in order to be able to live alongside
people of other faiths and cultures you have to start
radically rethinking some of the things you do. But
I don’t think that takes you away from the princip-
les of the Qur’an at all.

With a lot of Muslim people, I find, it’s almost
as if they’ve bought all the hardware of democracy
- you know, the television, the internet — but not the
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software of what pluralism and democracy mean,
which is: How do you make space for the other per-
son? How do you respect someone’s views that are
completely different to yours? How do you engage,
both in private and in public, in discourse that is not
denigrating about other people? A lot of Muslims
don’t know the first thing about that.

But whosefault is that? Manyof the youngerMus
lims | talk to expressimmensefrustration with their
imams, especially those who have been imported
from the subcontinenor North Africa. Theytell me,
OThey cant tell us how to cope in thistisin.O

I think the problem is that we’ve come to a realis-
ation of this so late in the day. These are issues that
have been going on for 20 or 30 years, and now we
are looking at everything through the prism of the
‘war on terror’ and trying to resolve them all very
quickly. A lot of the questions we face in daily life
are really just about how we are with one another
in ordinary things; but Islam has got so caught up
in this global crisis of radicalisation that you can’t
even have a normal conversation about the normal
issues that people are facing.

And there is now almost a reaction amongst
Muslims that somehow if we keep putting forward
our demands the Government has to listen, because,

youC)re real |yyou know, it owes us, because of equal opportunit-

saying is: Ol
owe Britain
nothing.O |
can®agree
with that

ies and human rights. Whereas ultimately, I think, it
is up to us to have the courage to say, ‘No. We need
to rethink things.’

If we don’t do something about our own faith
and the way we live it and the way it’s perceived,
we can’t complain if someone else steps in and says,
“You’ve got to put your house in order.” We need to
stop obsessing about the global situation; it’s the
local situation that we need to react to. Some of the
things that go on, like forced marriages (which are
not as exceptional as people try to make out) or in
some places not allowing women even basic educ-
ation, these things are wrong and people’s attitudes
have to change.

The radical speakers say: “We need to get our
act together, we need to be united, the umma' has
to be stronger.” But what does that mean on a daily,
domestic issue? The wmma has to be stronger for
what?

What matters to me is: How are you raising your
children? How do you behave at home? What are
you doing for your community? What are you do-
ing about engaging in the wider society?

Doyou not think that Muslimacademicswhohave
intellect and education and know this country and
its culture well, have also failed their community?

I don’t think that Muslim academics see their role
as providing answers to all these questions. As you
know, academics write primarily for other acad-
emics, so who has access to what they say? And if
you are already stamped as someone who has sold
out to the West, no one is going to turn to you.

If I tell a Muslim audience, as I often do, ‘I think
that forcing women into marriage — or even men —
is completely unethical, on this basis...’; you know,
maybe 80 out of a hundred will think: ‘But that’s

1 The global ‘nation’ or community of Muslims

our culture — and you’re only saying this because
you’re so liberal.’

For most non-Muslims in this country, | think, the

biggest problemwith Islamis that it hasa doctrine

of religiousviolence whichChristianity for example,
doesnot it doesnot featurein the NewTestament.
Whatis yourunderstandingf jihad, in the senseof

military conflict rather than spiritual struggle?

I think it’s quite misleading to imply that because
religious violence is absent from the New Testament
it is not there in Christianity. Both Islam and Chris-
tianity (whether it’s Protestantism or Catholicism)
have blood on their hands, and that blood was shed
in the name of religion, however misconstrued.

I agree that jihad does not only mean ‘struggle’,
because it didn’t only mean ‘struggle’ very early on
in Islamic law. However, this is nothing to do with
the Qur’an. The political context (and, again, this is
not a defence) was very much that the faith was ex-
panded through jihad — the jihad of conversion or
the jihad of battle.

Again, I would say that there is no room for that
perception any more, that the faith can be expand-
ed through violence. Whatever was appropriate, or
deemed to be appropriate, in the early period of Is-
lam is no longer appropriate. There is no room for
that kind of thinking any more. There is no ‘us and
them’. There is no imperative for all Muslims to ex-
pand Islam through force.

But youOr&alking aboutoffensivejilad. Manyyoung
Muslimstoday saythat there is an Ousind them@n
suchplacesas Palestineand Iraq, andwhattheyare
talking aboutis not expandingislam but defending
Muslims.Osamabin Ladennevertalks of trying to
conquerthe West; he talks of his Odefensivi#hadO.
In the sameway, the O7/76omberswerenot trying
to convertBritain to Islam;theywere,if youlike, try-
ing to defend Islam from Britain.

If anyone says, ‘My loyalty doesn’t lie with anything
other than my fellow Muslims,” I have a problem
with that. I have been brought up in Britain, and so
have these British Muslims you are talking about,
and our loyalties extend to other people, not just to
other Muslims.

However unjust I may find what is happening
in Iraq, my thinking and my identity are not shaped
only by what is happening to my fellow Muslims. I
cannot defend one principle but neglect another,
which is loyalty to where I’ve grown up, the legacy
I want to leave my children. If you say, ‘My loyalty
is only to Islam,” what you’re really saying is: ‘I owe
Britain nothing.” I can’t agree with that.

Howdo youreactto reportsthat someconvertsfrom
Islamto Christianityin Britain havebeenphysically
attacked?

I think that the Muslim world needs to understand
that its own theology is that if somebody converts,
they have the right to do so. 'm not being ‘liberal’
when I say that, because the law against apostasy
that developed in Islam did not really prohibit apo-
stasy as we understand it. Apostasy laws in Islamic
classical law are very much like laws on treason or
sedition, which were punished by death even in this
country not so long ago. It was very much: If you
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turned away from Islam, you turned away from the
state religion. But these laws have been interpreted
as denying anyone the religious liberty to change
their faith. People’s minds are still entrenched in
that historical context when Islam was the domin-
ant global force.

There’s no justification for this, but you have to
take a step back and ask: Why is this happening,
and how do you change people’s minds? And the
only way you can change people’s minds is to con-
stantly challenge them, not appease them — to say
that every time a person who converts from Islam
to Christianity is then abused, it defames the whole
Islamic faith in people’s perceptions, because all they
see is people who are very happy to accept the lib-
erties that others give them but won’t allow anyone
else any liberty.

A lot of Muslims just don’t see that. They only
see: “This is an affront to Islam. We have a duty to
protect Islam. We will do whatever we have to do
to make sure that nobody converts.” I think it’s very
difficult for non-Muslims to understand this mind-
set, because it is now such an alien way of thinking
in this world. But the Government mustn’t pussy-
foot around such issues. Where it sees real injustic-
es, it has to confront them. If British Muslims are
British citizens, they have to be treated like British
citizens and if they do something wrong, or there is
an issue that has to be raised, that has to be dealt
with for exactly what it is.

I am optimistic, though. British society is so used
to different people coming here with different ways
of thinking, it has a very laid-back attitude to many
of these issues. My concern is the duty of the minor-
ity community to think how they want to live here.
The wider community can be critical, it can be sup-
portive, but I think the responsibility rests ultimate-
ly on those who come into this country, to think:
How do we respect where we’re living, and how do
we get that respect in return?

And that might be difficult. You know, we are
kind of expecting everybody to be very enlightened
and very liberal and very inclusive; but people aren’t.
And sometimes these hostilities break out —and ac-
tually it’s got nothing to do with religion.

How did you become involved in interfaith work?

I wasn’t a great advocate of this work at all when I
started out. The first time I spoke about it in any
kind of larger, more prestigious context was at the
first ‘Building Bridges’ [conference], at Lambeth six
years ago, to which I was invited by George Carey.
I was asked to present a paper, and I said all the us-
ual things: I don’t represent Islam, I just represent
me, we’re preaching to the converted and it won’t
have any effect.

But I have been to every one of these conferen-
ces since, and given papers at several; and (largely
as a result of Rowan Williams” work as their chair,
but also through my interaction with Christian col-
leagues, whose friendship has become invaluable) I
have come to appreciate that these things actually
do make a difference.

There is interreligious work that takes place at a
community level, which is extremely good in some
ways for heightening awareness and building brid-
ges; but there is also a need for this kind of work at
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a more academic level, where people look at scrip-
tures together and ask difficult questions. The point
is not that if I engage in this I will transform society,
it’s that if I am forced to rethink things that I took
for granted in my own faith, or perhaps that I didn’t
understand in Christianity, it changes me as a per-
son. I come back slightly transformed.

I think I do it also because I think that out there
in the public there is a thirst for this kind of theology
made simple. I feel very strongly that sometimes as
academics who are talking and breathing theology
all the time we take a lot of things for granted and
forget that the wider world really knows nothing
about many of these issues. That’s why I appreciate
the directness of your questions — I think these are
conversations that need to be had all the time.

The only way

Is therea dangerthat suchconferencegivethe im- to Change

pressionthat the differencesbetweenthe religions
arenot serious?s it perhapsintellectuallydishonest
to saythat Christiansand Muslimscan worktogeth

peopled

er when ultimately we want to convert each other? minds is to
Well, I don’t agree with that. In my thinking, there ConStanﬂy
is no real place for mission, for da’wa. I'm not here
to convert anyone.

I can only do what I think is the right thing to Cha”enge
do, in terms of being generous, being broader in my them

thinking and more inclusive — knowing that ultim-
ately I have no guarantee that anything ’'m doing is
right. I can only act with good intentions and with
my faith in God. And I live by that. (]
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