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The row over cartoons of Muhammed has produced a mess of emotion and rhetoric. But, writes            Mona Siddiqui, Muslims who call f

MUSLIMS DON’T SPEAK WITH JUS

I
DON’T like being called a liberal Muslim, but when you live in the West

as a person of Islamic faith, it’s a label you learn to live with. It usually

means you don’t wear a headscarf if you’re a woman, and you have

white friends with whom you occasionally go to the pub but don’t

drink. Recently, a rather well-known former editor of a national daily

said to me: “It’s hard to integrate with Muslims when you can’t really

meet them at the pub.” So, I must be doing my bit for integration by

socialising with non-Muslims at the place where they feel most comfortable.

As if any attempts to neatly separate
“conservative” and “liberal” weren’t bad
enough, those words have become eclipsed
by the terms “radical” and “militant”. Where
does any meaningful debate on Islam begin
when we first have to define where we
stand on everything from alcohol to terror-
ism, and then explain where everyone

else who practises Islam fits into the
current mess?

And a mess it is. The row over the car-
toons of the Prophet Muhammed printed
in a Danish newspaper has reminded us all
how little has changed since the Rushdie
affair – any day now there will be a fatwa
issued against the whole of Denmark. Those

Muslims who called for violence, and the
media, must share the blame for this. On the
one hand we have the senseless behaviour
of some Muslim youths who have jumped
on another opportunity to create a big
Islam-West divide; on the other, we have a
curious but somewhat lazy media that
insists on speaking with rather unattractive
militants and demands explanations from
the “community leaders”. These “community
leaders” can’t even bring themselves to admit
that statements calling for “butchering”
those who insult Islam, or recalling images
of the London bombings, are nothing less
than calls for murder.

Why don’t those leaders condemn such
activities outright? The answer is simple:
they want a leg in both camps; they want to
be seen as the respectable face of Islam
that cosies up to the government, but they
also want to retain some street credibility

among their own people. If you want head-
lines, go to the “community leaders”. If, on
the other hand, you want some depth,
speak to those whose voices remain
silenced amid this din. If the radicals are on
the periphery, then those who are relent-
lessly calling and working for cohesive
communities have slipped off the media’s
radar altogether.

Let me concede that the media has made
some efforts to distinguish between radical-
ism and mainstream Islam. But it has created
its image of radicalism based principally on
the terror phenomenon. Radical Islam has
gone through mutations but it has been with
us for a long time – behind closed doors in
leafy suburbia as well as in inner city
ghettoes. It fermented as much at polite din-
ner parties as it did inside dodgy mosques. It
grew from the misplaced sentiments of first
and second-generation Muslims who


