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         Most of the English writers I grew up reading were fascinated by the British Empire and the colonial idea, and they didn’t hesitate to take it as their subject. E. M. Forster, Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh, J. R. Ackerley, George Orwell and Anthony Burgess all tackled this area and its numerous implications in one way or another, for most of their writing lives.

         As a young man, living in the London suburbs with an Indian father and English mother, I wanted to read works set in England, works that might help make sense of my own situation. Racism was real to me; the Empire was not. I liked Colin MacInnes and E. R. Braithwaite, whose To Sir with Love so moved me when I read it under the desk at school. But where were the British equivalents of the black American writers: James Baldwin, Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison? Who was noting the profound and permanent alterations to British life which had begun with the Empire and had now, as it were, come home?

         Oddly, most modern British writers have been reluctant to similarly engage with such subjects at home. Questions of race, immigration, identity, Islam – the whole range of issues which so preoccupy us these days – have been absent from the work of my white contempories, even as a new generation of British writers has developed, following the lead of V. S. Naipaul and Salman Rushdie.

         Most writers would say, quite rightly, that their subjects choose them; that they are interested in whatever they are interested in for reasons they cannot explain, and that writing is an experiment which takes you where it has to. The vocation of each writer is to describe the world as he or she sees it; anything more than that is advertising. Jo Shapcott puts it nicely in her poem ‘The Mad Cow Talks Back’: ‘My brain’s like the hive: constant little murmurs from its cells / saying this is the way, this is the way to go.’

         In the post-war period, race – and now religion – have become subjects around which we discuss what is most important 4to us as individuals and as a society, and what scares us about others. Race is a reason to think about free speech and ‘hate’ speech; about integration, or what we have to be in order for society to work, and about the notion of the ‘stranger’. We use the idea of race to think about education, and what we assume our children should know; about national identity: whether we need an identity at all, and what such an idea means; about sexuality, and the sexual attitudes and powers we ascribe to others, as well as our place in the world as a nation, and what our values are. We think, too, through the often mystifying topic of multiculturalism, about how mixed and mixed-up we are, so much so that we find it disconcerting for others to be multiple, and even worse, for us to be so, too. And because our politicians are so limited in what they can say and think, we need artists, intellectuals and academics to keep our cultural conversation going, to help us orient ourselves.

         Yet a curious sort of literary apartheid has developed, with the latest ‘post-colonial’ generation exploring the racial and religious transformation of post-war Britain, while the rest leave the subject alone. When British television, cinema and theatre saw it as their duty to explore these issues – and the strangeness of the silence which often surrounded it – British writers of the generation following Graham Greene seemed scared of getting it wrong, of not understanding, even as they complained of having nothing ‘important’ to write about, envying American writers for having more compelling subjects.

         Not that this apartheid was entirely innocent. Salman Rushdie, in a 1983 essay entitled ‘Commonwealth Literature Does Not Exist’, describes the attempt of the literature business to exclude certain writers, shoving them to the periphery under the patronising term ‘Commonwealth writers’. The idea here is to keep writing in English pure, to change the terms of English literature ‘into something far narrower, something topographical, nationalistic, possibly even racially segregationist’.

         It isn’t as though race is a new subject in Britain. Sukhdev Sandhu, in his comprehensive study London Calling: How Black 5and Asian Writers Imagined a City, quotes a correspondent for The Times in 1867: ‘There is hardly such a thing as a pure Englishman in this island. In place of the rather vulgarised and very inaccurate phrase, “Anglo-Saxon”, our national denomination, to be strictly correct, would be a composite of a dozen national titles.’

         If, for E. M. Forster, the Empire was about power rather than mixing, its effect was permanently to alienate and separate people from one another. At the end of A Passage to India, the Englishman Fielding and his Muslim friend Aziz are out riding. Forster writes: ‘Socially they had no meeting place. Would he today defy all his own people for the sake of a stray Indian? Aziz was a memento, a trophy, they were proud of each other, yet they must inevitably part.’ Aziz himself cries, ‘Clear out, all you Turtons and Burtons.’ And, ‘We shall drive every blasted Englishman into the sea!’

         George Orwell takes a scalpel to this subject, telling us that political domination can only lead to humiliation, on both sides. In his essay ‘Shooting an Elephant’, the opening line of which is, ‘In Moulmein, in Lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of people – the only time in my life that I have been important enough for this to happen to me,’ Orwell draws an uncompromising picture of how this humiliation works. Sent to kill a rogue elephant, a crowd of ‘two thousand’ begins to follows him, fascinated by how the Englishman will act. He feels himself to be ‘an absurd puppet’; all that the natives want to do – ‘the sneering yellow faces’ – is laugh at him. But how could they respond otherwise? Later, writing about Kipling, he says, ‘He does not see that the map is painted red chiefly in order that the coolie may be exploited.’

         It is clear, in both Forster and Orwell, that the ‘coloured’ man is always inferior to the Englishman. He is not worth as much; he never will be. When it comes to character as well as colour, the white man is the gold standard. However, Orwell also saw that the Empire – and I guess he’d have applied this to immigration – was primarily economic. This was how countries enriched 6themselves. If the Empire wasn’t supposed to be a moral crusade with the aim of making everyone alike, the only way to do it was to be ruthless – not half-hearted, as he was when called upon to dispose of the elephant. If the elephant is the Empire and Orwell the representative Englishman, he has to remove something that cannot easily be got rid of. And the elephant is with us still.

         During my childhood and youth, differences in British society were always based around class and the conflicts they gave rise to. The Labour Party grew out of such clashes; its existence was based on them. But technology and consumerism became our gods. Now people are not even divided over politics, as there is only one party, and the opposition is fragmented, disorganised and without passion or direction. The real differences in Britain today are not political, or even based on class, but are arranged around race and religion, with their history of exploitation, humiliation and political helplessness.

         Forster’s Aziz got his wish: the British left the sub-continent. But in the vacuum following this hurried departure, there was political failure and dictatorship. Who, there, was seriously addressing the needs of the poor? For me, visiting Pakistan in the early 1980s, it was bewildering to hear older people wishing that Britain still ruled. Pakistan was becoming a theocracy and no one knew how to stop it. The Americans had been afraid of the Left, and hadn’t noticed the significance of the mosques.

         One of the most significant reasons for the rise of Islamic extremism in the Third World is the presence of financial and political corruption, along with the lack of free speech, and the failure to make a space for even the mildest political dissent. Pakistan, for instance, was a country constantly on the verge of collapse. My family in Karachi, along with most of the other middle-class families, hoarded their money in the West ‘just in case’, and educated their children in Britain and the US.

         If the political class and the wealthy stole money, promoted their relatives – my Uncle Omar, a journalist in Pakistan, called it ‘the son-in-law also rises’ culture – and ensured that they had a route out, political dissent for those who did not have such 7privileges became organised around the mosque and the outspoken clerics there. As with many revolutions, the route to freedom from oppression also became the route to more oppression, to a familiar tyranny – that of the ‘just’ as opposed to that of the ‘unjust’.

         Young British Asians, the committed Muslims of My Son the Fanatic and The Black Album, were aware of this corruption at home and often felt guilty that they were in a better situation in the West. Corruption in their parents’ land was also an injustice they wanted to repair.

         The downfall of the Shah and the Iranian revolution of 1979, followed by a religious dictatorship, showed, at least, the effectiveness of Islam in fomenting political change. However, most people in the West became aware of the force and determination of radical Islam during the period of the fatwa against Rushdie, in 1989. Young Muslims told me that although they didn’t succeed in either suppressing The Satanic Verses or eliminating its author, they were aware of how powerful their disapproval could be, and what energy they could create when organised. The Muslim writer Shabbir Akhtar admitted in Be Careful with Muhammad that, ‘The Rushdie affair is, in the last analysis, admittedly about fanaticism on behalf of God.’

         These young men were highly politicised and passionate. Believing they had unique access to virtue – and virtue was to be had only through submission to God – they were prepared to give up their lives for a cause. Forgetting how zealous we had once been about our own description of equality – socialism – we could only be shocked by their commitment and solidarity, and by their hatred of injustice, as well as their determination to bring about social change. We had not seen religious revolutionaries for a long time. Apart from liberation theology in South America – the church being used as an outlet for Left opposition – the only significant religion we saw for a long time was the soft New Age, as well as other right-wing cults, like the Moonies. Even Martin Luther King was considered by us to be a black leader rather than a religious one.

         8For us, religious commitment, particularly if it was political too, entailed not emancipation but a rejection of the Enlightenment and of modernity. How could we begin to deal with it? You respect people who are different, but how do you live with people who are so different that – among other things – they lock up their wives?

         For young religious radicals, extreme Islam worked in many ways. It kept them out of trouble, for a start, and provided some pride. They weren’t drinking, taking drugs, or getting into trouble like some of their white contemporaries. At the same time, they were able to be rebels. Being more fervent Muslims than their parents – and even condemning their parents – kept them within the Muslim fold, but enabled them to be transgressive at the same time. It’s a difficult trick, to be simultaneously disobedient and conformist, but joining a cult or political organisation can fit both needs. The puritanical young can defy their fathers, but keep to the law of the ultimate Father. They are good, virtuous children, while rebelling.

         Not that these young people are either representative or anything like the majority of Muslims in Britain. Earlier this year, making a short television documentary, I took a camera around the country and interviewed numerous Indian waiters. Having eaten in Indian restaurants all my life, I was fascinated by what these normally silent and unnoticed figures might say. To me, Indian restaurants with their sitar music, flocked wallpaper and pictures of the Taj Mahal on the wall, reproduced the colonial experience in this country for the ordinary person; the experience, of course, was ‘Disneyfied’, made bland and acceptable for the British, while retaining some of its charm.

         Most of these waiters were keen on their work; feeding others was important for them. They had worked hard, and either they, or their families, had endured a traumatic transplantation to find a place in this country. They were Muslims; they prayed; they went to the mosque. But, as Shabbir Aktar says, ‘For most Muslims, Islam is a “Friday religion”.’ The Islam they wanted was not incompatible with the West. The waiters wanted their 9children – boys and girls alike – to be well-educated; they required a health service, housing and a democratic political structure. They were not segregated; they were important, well-known and respected in their town. They had multiple identities: being British, Bengali, and Welsh too. They were truly multicultural.

         However, one of the waiters said to me recently, indicating his arm, his skin, his colour, ‘Now they are blaming us all.’ He wanted me to know he saw the present danger as a resurgence of racism, this time aimed specifically at Muslims. The idea might be to root out extremists, but a whole community may end up becoming stigmatised. One of the waiters mentioned his fear that rather than embodying the ‘immigrant dream’ of wealth, individuality and respect, they would become the permanent scapegoats of British society, as the blacks have become in the US. I have heard calls among the British for the re-installation of Englishness, as though there has been too much multi-culturalism, rather than not enough. This wish for rigid, exclusive identities mirrors extreme Islam itself; it is an attempt to counter fundamentalism with more fundamentalism. This is a form of shame, when it is our excesses we should celebrate. We have been beset by bogeys before – Papists, communists, pornography – without losing our minds.

         Not that mono-culturalism can work now: the world is too mixed. But there is the possibility of many new conflicts. After everything immigrants and their families have contributed to this country, the years of work and the racism faced, the war in Iraq, which Blair thought he could prosecute without cost or social division here, has brought more fragmentation. If Blair’s ‘third way’ implies consensus and the end of antagonism, our literature will sharpen and map differences. ‘Over-integration’, the erasing of racial and religious differences, can become coercive or even fascistic. It can give rise to more racism, anger and resentment.

         Edward Said wrote of the way Western writers constructed the East: the Orient as a convenient and simplistic fabrication, often as an obscene fantasy. Not that this is a fair picture of the 10work of writers like Forster or Orwell, who, from the inside, offered devastating critiques of their own class. Not that fantasies don’t go both ways. Among Muslims, there has been a reverse Orientalism, or ‘Occidentalism’, at work. Many of the fundamentalists I met, indeed many Muslims, were keen to see the West as corrupt and over-sexualised; there was ‘too much freedom’. The West could seem chaotic, over-individualistic; the family was less important, or constantly mutating. These Muslims refused to look at Western culture and science, or the institutions which can only flourish in a relatively free atmosphere, preferring to see the inevitable underside: addiction, divorce, social breakdown.

         In the light of such deliberate mutual incomprehension, we might ask ourselves what the use of writing is. However, you might as well ask what the use of speaking or telling stories is. Edward Said identified useful writing as ‘speaking the truth to power’. The attacks on Rushdie show us, at least, that the Word is dangerous, and that independent and critical thought is more important than ever. In an age of propaganda, political simplicities and violence, our stories are crucial. Apart from the fact that the political has to be constantly interrogated, it is in such stories – which are conversations with ourselves – that we can speak of, include and generate more complex and difficult selves. It is when the talking and writing stops, when the attempt is to suppress human inconsistency by virtue, that evil takes place in the silence. The antidote to puritanism isn’t licentiousness, but recognition of what goes on inside human beings. Fundamentalism is dictatorship of the mind, but a live culture is an exploration, and represents our endless curiosity about our own strangeness and impossible sexuality: wisdom is more important than doctrine; doubt more important than certainty. Fundamentalism implies the failure of our most significant attribute, our imagination. In the fundamentalist scheme there is only one imaginer – God. The rest of us are his servants.

         The freedom to speak is not only our privilege, but is essential to the oppressed, unheard and marginalised of the Third World, as they struggle to keep their humanity alive in conditions far 11worse than here. To retreat into a citadel of ‘Englishness’, to refuse to link up or identify with them, is to deliver them over to superstition and poverty of the imagination.

         The Rushdie case remains instructive. In the end it is Islam itself which suffers from the repudiation of more sensual and dissident ideas of itself. Shabbir Akhtar – and his like – cannot understand that by leaving out, or attempting to suppress, so much of themselves, by parting company from an essential component of their own heritage, they are losing access to a source of enjoyment, energy and understanding. Radical Islam, then, far from looking like a new revolutionary movement, has come to rather resemble other totalitarian systems like Catholicism and communism, neither of which – under the rule of dull old men – could see the value of obscenity.

         Immorality and blasphemy require protection. The roll-call of the censored is an account of our civilisation. If Islam is incapable of making any significant contribution to culture and knowledge, it is because extreme puritanism and censoriousness can only lead to a paranoia which will cause it to become more violent and unable to speak for those it is intended to serve. That which we seek to exclude returns to haunt us.

         
            *

         

         The pieces which follow – from ‘The Rainbow Sign’ in 1986 to articles written for the Guardian in the aftermath of the London bombings in July 2005 – reflect the evolution of my thinking about the conflict between Islam and Western liberalism over the past two decades.12
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