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    Introduction: Two censorships

    Censorship as a wrong: September–December 2005

    On 30 September 2005 a Danish newspaper, Jyllands-Posten, published several cartoons featuring the Prophet Muhammad. The author of a children’s book on religion had complained he could not find any artist to illustrate his book about Muhammad, except anonymously, so the editor invited forty cartoonists to draw images of the Prophet. By publishing some of them he hoped to probe the limits of free speech, and to challenge the apparent censorship of Danish artists by Muslim intolerance. Most of the cartoons were not complimentary.

    Muslims across the world—not only in Denmark—were duly provoked. Some of the protests were expressed in fairly measured tones. Eleven ambassadors from Muslim countries signed a protest letter to the Danish Prime Minister, and the Turkish Prime Minister, Recep Tayyip Erdog˘an, condemned the drawings during a visit to Denmark.

    But a professor of theology at the great Islamic university of al-Azhar in Cairo said:

    Those cartoons are very offensive to every Muslim feeling, and to Islam as a religion … Do you expect Muslims to remain silent or rise to defend their religion?

    Some Muslims actually did rise up. A strike was called in Indian-controlled Kashmir by Islamic separatists and religious groups to ‘protest the outrage felt by Muslims over the insulting cartoons’, and the youth wing of Jamaat-e-Islami, Pakistan’s largest Islamic group, was reported to have offered a reward of US$8000 for killing the cartoonists— although spokesmen denied they had made any such threat.

    The turmoil brought to European minds the murder in Amsterdam in 2004 of Dutch filmmaker Theo Van Gogh. He had made a film critical of Islam, and threats were also made against his collaborator Ayan Hirsi Ali, the feminist activist, writer and politician of Somali origin. Further back in time lay the memories of death threats made in 1989 against Salman Rushdie, the author of The Satanic Verses.

    For many people in Europe and the United States a great principle was at stake. The editor refused to apologise, claiming the right to freedom of speech: ‘If we apologize, we go against the freedom of speech that generations before us have struggled to win’, he said. ‘I’m very surprised that the reactions have been so sharp, very shocked, and I find the death threats against the cartoonists to be horrible and out of proportion.’

    The cause was taken up by his country’s Prime Minister who refused to meet the ambassadors as ‘a matter of principle … because it is so crystal clear what principles Danish democracy is built upon that there is no reason to do so.’1

    His stance was praised across the world. In Oklahoma, the Tulsa World commented:

    Crystal clear in Denmark. Crystal clear here. Not crystal clear in Afghanistan or elsewhere in the Islamic world. No one should need a crystal ball to see what this says about the future.2

    In London, Rod Liddle, a regular columnist in the political weekly The Spectator, made the same point:

    The urge to publish was occasioned by a sense of grievance at the notion that anybody, in a liberal democracy, could object to the fullest expression of what is meant by freedom of speech. And the steadfast reaction of the Danish Prime Minister—freedom of speech is paramount, we will not apologise, is what he has said—precisely reflects that sense of grievance.3

    A hemisphere away, Andrew Bolt, a conservative columnist in the Melbourne Herald Sun, complained ‘Our institutions bent over to be tolerant to the intolerant’. The equally conservative Piers Ackerman, syndicated in the Hobart Mercury, the Geelong Advertiser and perhaps elsewhere, wrote that

    Muslims in Western countries constantly resort to civil rights law to claim their religion has been vilified or ridiculed, although some Islamic nations outlaw all other religions and turn a blind eye to persecution of non- Muslims.4

    Censorship as a right—July–September 2005

    A few months earlier, in July 2005, two Sydney papers, the Daily Telegraph and the Sydney Morning Herald, had featured an Islamic bookshop in the Sydney suburb of Lakemba, where many Muslims live. They said it was selling books ‘promoting radical Jihad and discussing the effectiveness of suicide bombings’ and attacking ‘Western civilisation as “the culture of oppression, the culture of injustice, the culture of racism”’. They were endorsed, the Sydney Morning Herald said, by Usama bin Ladin himself.

    The state Attorney-General of New South Wales (in a Labor state government) refused to prosecute the bookshop, so the Commonwealth Attorney-General, Philip Ruddock, a Liberal Party minister and a lawyer himself, referred eight books to the Literature Classification Board. Of the eight books, two were by Abdullah Azzam (Defence of the Muslim Lands and Join the Caravan).

    The others were:

    Jihad: The Absent Obligation, by Muhammad Abdul Salam Faraj, an Egyptian Islamist; Jihad in the Qur’an and Sunnah, by Sheikh Abdullah Bin Muhammad Bin Humaid, a prominent Saudi ‘alim; Islam and Modern Man, by Maryam Jameelah, an American convert to Islam who was of German-Jewish descent; The Qur’anic Concept of War, by Brigadier SK Malik; The Ideological Attack, by Sheik Abdul-Aziz Bin Abdullah Bin Baz, another prominent Saudi ‘alim; and The Criminal West, by Omar Hassan (the only one specifically concerned with Australia).

    There was also a film, Jihad or Terrorism.

    When the Literature Classification Board refused to ban any of the eight books, Mr Ruddock appealed to the Classification Review Board. On reconsideration, the Review Board agreed to ban the two books by Azzam, but none of the others. It classified the film as PG. Clearly, the Review Board’s views and the Attorney-General’s did not coincide on what was dangerous or illicit.

    This book is about the attempt by the Australian government to prohibit the sale in bookshops and the circulation through libraries of eight books that had a broadly Islamist outlook. It has a basic argument: the move to ban books—and a great deal of the antagonism that it caused—had less do with the content of the books than with their symbolic value.

    The first chapter describes the circumstances in which the books were singled out for banning and, eventually, two of them were actually prohibited. This took place when Muslim terrorists were bombing New York and London, Bali and Madrid, a time when the perception of radical Islam (and of Islam in general) called up dark images and conceptions with very long roots as well as more recent antipathies. This was as true in Australia as it was in other Western liberal democracies.

    The second chapter looks at the books themselves. It explains what is in the different books and sets them in the context of the worldwide Islamic movements. The press and political presentation of these books was painted with a brush so broad that it obscured understanding. They can all be characterised as part of an Islamist tradition—and that is why Australian commentators found them so offensive—but they were portrayed as dangerous, not simply offensive. Yet some of the books threatened the West in an aggressive way, and others simply rejected it. Lumping them all together obscured the distinctions.

    It is usually easier to write about books that the censors decided to ban than those they allowed. Generally the banned books leave a longer paper trail. But the Australian system allows us to examine books that failed the test of obnoxiousness and to ask what that shows about the presuppositions that lay behind the decision. In the case of the books that were proposed for banning, the symbolic importance of their content was much more important than the actual content. The journalists and politicians that wanted them to be banned were so anxious to do so, in the circumstances of the moment, that they sought to change the law so as to re-encompass the reprieved books. But once the legal changes had been set in place, they made no move at all to go after their quarry once again. Books that were so dangerous that the law had to be changed to allow them to be banned became not dangerous enough to prosecute once the law was in place. This is the focus of the third chapter.

    The final chapter is an examination of why the bannings were never reversed. They were not simply an attack on freedom of speech but part of a wider problem of human rights, although this was not widely recognised. The failure to reverse the bannings, and the apparently contradictory stance adopted towards the Danish cartoons affair are explicable by the history of liberal responses to censorship and exercise of state power. The consequences have been counter-productive all round, because as a result of the bannings it became harder to investigate Islamist terrorist violence because key texts were not publicly available and it further marginalised the study of Islam.

    Notes

    1 This introductory section is based on a very full Associated Press report: Jan M Olsen, ‘Danish Cartoons of Prophet Irk Muslims’, Associated Press, 10 December 2005.

    2 ‘The Shari’a Treatment: Free speech and Islam’, Tulsa World, 22 November 2005.

    3 Rod Liddle, ‘Draw your own conclusion’, The Spectator, 19 November 2005.

    4 Piers Akerman, ‘Lessons for Australia in the Paris flames’, Geelong Advertiser, 7 November 2005, and ‘Radical Islamism doesn’t care’, Hobart Mercury, 7 November 2005. Despite the different headline the texts were largely the same.

    This work is a collaborative effort in which the authors have discussed the content and ideas and have each had a hand in shaping the whole book. Richard Pennell is primarily responsible for Chapters 1 and 2, and he and Pam Pryde are primarily responsible for Chapter 3. Emmett Stinson is primarily responsible for Chapter 4. This may explain a reader’s perception of changes in style and approach.
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    Timing—why 2005?

    After 11 September 2001 both the Australian Government and public opinion concluded that the challenge of Islamist terrorism faced them too. Many Australians were killed in Bali in 2002, and although there were no subsequent attacks on Australian territory, the sense of danger grew with the bombings in Spain in 2004. Then came the bombs in London in 2005: Britain had quite intimate fascination for many Australians, and the Prime Minister, John Howard, in particular.1

    Behind the heated reaction to these terrorist incidents, many non-Muslim Australians expressed a feeling that there was a moral distance between their society, the liberal democracies and the West, and the sort of societies that extremist Muslims wanted. It was more than a political or even a cultural difference. A feeling that Islam was innately violent, both in its politics and its social structures, merged the political with the personal and cultural. And a feeling that Islam was sexually aberrant shaded the cultural off into the personal and the political. Popular and official mistrust of ‘fundamentalist Islam’ had two main sources. One was immediate and proximate: the terrorist danger. The other was a long-term, deep-rooted and general feeling that Islam was alien in its social and cultural bases.

    This characterisation was not all-exclusive, nor were these themes constantly expressed. Multiculturalism has a generation’s worth of history in Australia. Until John Howard’s government, elected in 1996, started to reverse it, a state-sponsored multiculturalism identified tolerance as a political virtue that defined a culturally egalitarian vision of Australia. Liberal Australian nationalists defined their national identity as moving from the intolerance of White Australia to the tolerance of Multicultural Australia.2

    To some extent this was a legislated tolerance, an expression of the dominant groups in society.3 Acceptance into a multicultural society took the form of granting an identity, or a legal citizenship—as Ghassan Hage put it4—rather than paying much attention to the cultures that were being tolerated. The Australian legal core, for instance, remained resolutely monocultural, and the fundamental assumptions of the common law were unchallenged. Claims for differential treatment based on ethnicity could not compete with a liberal discourse based on equality and universality.5 That was just as true for lawmakers, judges and lawyers, those who operate the law, as for wider public opinion that attaches a fundamental sense of identity to law. Those who challenged deep-seated identities broke the law in a fundamental way, offending not only personal security but also calling into question their ultimate loyalty to Australian society.

    Between 1990 and 2005, war against tyrannical states like Iraq, and then against Islamic terrorists, undermined the bases of tolerance. The enemy was not an illusion: both Iraq and al-Qaeda (or Saddam and Usama Bin Ladin) really did reject the legal, cultural and political bases of the liberal democracies. Once Australian governments had committed themselves to join the fight against them, there was a social and cultural reaction against those who apparently supported them.

    The proximate and immediate roots

    During the Gulf War in 1991 and again in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on New York ten years later, questions of loyalty often involved misunderstood cultural identities. Populist journalists and radio hosts confused the ‘Arabic’ and ‘Islamic’ communities and called upon their leaders to declare their allegiance to Australia and denounce Saddam Hussein or Usama Bin Ladin. Groups of white hooligans accosted women wearing Muslim dress and threatened them sexually. Cases of actual violence were quite rare, but during the first Gulf War an ‘Anglo’ woman ripped the headscarf off a Muslim woman in a Sydney supermarket screaming abuse, and another ‘Anglo’ woman in Melbourne deliberately drove her own vehicle into one containing a Muslim woman in traditional dress and abused her, accusing her of being an ‘Iraqi terrorist’.6 The confusion of categories was clear—all Muslims were Arabs (or the other way round) and there were no differences between secularised and religious people (except perhaps that openly religious people were more authentically dangerous than more secularised ones). Even a Sikh man was vilified, apparently because hooligans assumed that his turban was Islamic dress.

    Between the war of 1991 and the terrorist attack on New York in 2001 another threat preoccupied the government and some of its right-wing supporters. Refugees began arriving by boats in increasing numbers. They came from different countries, but mostly from Iraq and Afghanistan. Once again, identities were confused. Politicians and journalists did not distinguish between Afghan groups, or between Afghans and Iraqis, or between Sunni and Shi’i Muslims. A blurred, generic picture of ‘asylum seekers’ created hostility towards ‘bogus’ refugees and ‘queue jumpers’. This did not go unchallenged: advocacy groups set up to help the refugees, backed by lawyers7, focussed attention on the individual circumstances of the refugees. But it was overall numbers that was the political issue. Political language rapidly moved from a concern with fairness to a focus on criminality—to a belief that the refugees threatened national security.

    The end of the cold war had set off a global movement of refugees, and the governments of developed countries found it hard to manage using the existing international agreements: several immigration ministers suggested the 1951 Refugee Convention was outdated and unworkable.8 In Australia, the minister was Philip Ruddock, who, before he took office in 1996, had been known as a small ‘l’ liberal, who had opposed the use of race and ethnicity as criteria to select migrants.9 But now he changed the rules to reduce the overall numbers of immigrants and their economic cost by capping the number of unproductive family members allowed in, and barring migrants from receiving welfare payments during the first two years.10 While the motivation was economic, humanitarian refugees were affected because they were now included in the total numbers of migrants allowed in every year. When boat arrivals greatly increased from 200 in 1998 to 3740 in 199911, the government called them ‘queue jumpers’, and held them in detention centres under mandatory detention rules that dated back to the previous Labor government.12

    To ‘queue jumpers’, the government added an association with criminality by labelling refugees who came by boat as ‘illegal’.13 A general election was due in November 2001 and the question became very fraught. In August, a Norwegian container ship, the Tampa, rescued 400 asylum seekers from a sinking boat that was taking them from Indonesia to Christmas Island, which is Australian territory. The government refused to let the captain land them, and sent troops to board his ship when he entered Australian waters. In October, an Australian naval vessel tried to tow another ship full of asylum seekers back into international waters. This boat was unseaworthy and some of the refugees were accused of throwing their children overboard to blackmail the naval personnel. This ‘children overboard’ allegation turned out to be quite untrue, but the Prime Minister, John Howard, believed it and repeated it.14

    Shortly after the Tampa incident came the terrorist attack on New York on September 11. Anti-Muslim hate crimes increased: the Australian Arabic Council ran a racial hatred telephone hotline, and in the month following the attack it registered twenty times the rate of complaints of the month before.15 Howard avoided directly linking the issues of terrorism and illegal boats, but his Defence Minister, Peter Reith, said, ‘You’ve got to be able to control that [refugee arrivals by sea] otherwise it can be a pipeline for terrorists to come in and use your country as a staging post for terrorist activities’.16 The Liberal coalition won the election, and the Labor Party received its lowest first preference vote since 1934. Populist opponents of Muslims, and more generally of multiculturalism, beat up on xenophobic stereotypes, and the re-elected government introduced new laws to deter unauthorised refugees by processing their applications ‘offshore’. It also instituted ‘anti-terror’ measures, backed by ethnic targeting of supposedly likely groups of opponents.

    Over the next two years, Muslims became quite unpopular in some parts of public opinion. In 2002, coinciding roughly with the first anniversary of September 11, the Sydney Daily Telegraph published two articles, one about the sale of halal beefburgers in McDonalds, the other about a gym set up only for Muslim women. Much of the subsequent comment on talk-back radio and in letters-to-the-editor columns expressed strident objections to all forms of Muslim separateness.17 A letter to the Daily Telegraph in 2003 used both stories to make that point:

    I think it is a disgrace that Australia is compelled to adapt to the culture of its immigrants. First, there was the gym for Muslim women, now the McDonald’s at Punchbowl that serves halal meat. What is our country going to become?18

    A persistent worry was that a series of rapes in Sydney represented a widespread attack on ‘Australian’ women. In August 2001 there were eight sexual assaults by groups of men from an area where many immigrants of Lebanese background lived. This was not new: there had been media discussion about ‘out-of-control ethnic gangs’ in the mid-1990s. Nor was it a real problem: the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research issued a press release to say that ‘the recorded rate of sexual assault in Bankstown [had] remained stable since 1995’ and at a fairly low level. A huge increase in one month in 1999 was largely the work of a single individual who had since been arrested and convicted.19 Despite that, in 2002 the New South Wales Director of Public Prosecutions told ABC television he thought ethnicity had been ‘a factor in the motivation of the actions of the perpetrators of offences’. And in 2003, the Premier of New South Wales, Bob Carr, complained that when they committed their crime the rapists had used language that ‘projected race into this argument’.20 A right-wing politician, Pauline Hanson, called for rapists to be flogged: ‘A lot of these people are Muslims, and they have no respect for the Christian way of life that this country’s based on.’21

    In 2005 a defendant in a gang rape case told the NSW Supreme Court that cultural differences had led him to rape a girl because ‘she was not covering her face or wearing any headscarf … started drinking with us [and] … at one point … started touching my leg’. This argument was bluntly rejected by the judge22, but the plea in mitigation brought caustic comments in the press. The Sydney Daily Telegraph listed other instances ‘where cultural differences are being used to excuse bad behaviour’. It cited a Muslim woman who made bomb threats because she could not admit to having a non-Muslim boyfriend, and a Christian Jordanian, who tried to organise a hitman to kill his pregnant niece who left her husband for a Lebanese Muslim:

    In this country, if a woman cheats on her husband, we don’t stone her to death in front of a mob of chanting spectators. Similarly, we don’t put contracts out on our daughters who dare to date a man of a different religious persuasion.

    This is Australia. You want to live here, you must learn the rules and play by them.23

    The following year a journalist, Paul Sheehan, wrote a book about a group of gang rapists. He cited a defence barrister who explained the rape as an extreme reaction to cultural differences between sexually conservative Pakistan and sexually liberal Australia that had created a ‘cultural timebomb’. Sheehan asked:

    The big question that hung over these proceedings was how many other cultural time bombs were ticking amid the Muslim male population living within the liberality of Australia? … In the previous five years, there had been a dozen proven gang rapes involving young Muslim men in Sydney. There had also been thousands of acts of sexual harassment or intimidation by young Muslims involving young women on or near beaches.24

    While this case was being heard, there was fighting on the beach at Cronulla, a suburb of Sydney. On 4 December 2005 a handful of surf lifesavers and a small group of men of Lebanese background fell to name-calling. The lifesavers allegedly jeered that ‘Lebs can’t swim’ and the Lebanese participants were said to have called women on the beach sluts who ‘should be raped’. A week of unrestrained reporting and commentary followed, particularly on talkback radio. On 11 December about 5000 youths converged on Cronulla beach, saying they wanted to clean up the beaches. Some wore Australian flags, others very little at all above their waists apart from skin- paintings insulting Allah and Prophet Muhammad. The next day a group of boys of Lebanese ancestry, armed with baseball bats, vandalised shops and cars and threatened people. Initial sympathy for the Lebanese side was washed away in a moral panic, set off by a bidding war between politicians. Two symbols of Australian identity had been attacked—beach lifeguards and the Australian flag, which was burned.25 Muslims became a threat to national cohesion and the Australian way of life. A man from Cronulla explained, ‘They come down here and they start with their mouth. They just bullshit to everybody. They harass our women. It’s their religion’.26

    Muslim symbols were in question as well. For many non-Muslims the veil was provocative; it marked women off as different and separate, and could be taken as a symbol of their subjection to a brutal religious code.27 The hijab or niqab polarised Muslims too. For some it was a symbol of honour in their community, a clear sign—often the only obvious one—that a family was pious; others opposed it on the grounds that it was part of a patriarchal system. For yet others it was a symbol of choice and empowerment and a way of liberating women from a sexualised culture surrounding women’s bodies.28 At its most simple, the veil became a form of shorthand, a marker of authenticity both for those who promoted the veil and for the news media who wanted to identify suitable women to be interviewed on community matters.29 But the brutal enforcement of the hijab by governments in Saudi Arabia, Iran and Afghanistan strengthened some non-Muslims in their belief that the hijab itself is a symbol of a threat to human rights and Australian freedoms. In 2002 the right-wing Christian politician Reverend Fred Nile demanded that Muslim women should be forbidden from wearing loose-fitting clothing in public, on the grounds that this would allow them to conceal weapons and bombs, and in 2005 Bronwyn Bishop, a Liberal Party backbencher in the Commonwealth parliament, said that wearing the hijab was an act of defiance.30

    This public face of Islam was made all the more unpalatable by the verbal outpourings of some prominent leaders, such as Shaykh Taj eddin El-Hilaly, who claimed the role of Mufti of Australia. The Howard government had acknowledged him as such and included him on official bodies. Shaykh El-Hilaly was a widespread target of opprobrium in the Australian press after he was reported in 2004 as having given a sermon in Lebanon that gave a strong impression of approving of September 11 (although he later denied that was his meaning) and earlier speeches that appeared strongly tinged with anti-Jewish racism.31

    The feeling of danger from an enemy within was strengthened by external threats. The government was a firm ally of the United States in Iraq and Afghanistan, and believed this raised the risk of a terrorist attack. The bomb attacks on Bali nightclubs in 2002 killed many Australians and made this seem more threatening still. Until March 2002 there were no Australian laws specifically designed to deal with terrorism, but now the government introduced an anti-terrorist package. It consisted of five bills that defined terrorist groups in quite general terms, prohibited membership of them, training with them or providing them with money and allowed the Attorney-General to outlaw organisations he deemed to threaten Australian security.32

    After the Madrid train bombings in March 2004, public anxiety rose even more. In late April an opinion poll in the Sydney Morning Herald reported 68 per cent of Australians expected terrorists would strike soon. In June, an Australian convert, Jack Roche, was convicted on terrorism-related charges. He had been in contact with people high in al-Qaeda, but he was remarkably unsuccessful at organising a terrorist cell in his own country.33 It was not just Australia where this happened. In many liberal democracies each major terrorist incident was followed both by an increase in anti-Muslim hate crime and racial and heightened surveillance by the media, police and security forces. Victimisation of Muslims grew in Canada, for instance.34

    A new Anti-terrorism Act was passed in June 2004. It was obviously not contingent on what had happened in Madrid, because the interval was too short, but it fitted the growing feeling of threat. The new law made it harder for people charged with terrorism offences to get bail, imposed minimum non-parole periods for those convicted of terrorist crimes and banned authors of books about their terrorist behaviour from making money from their sales. This last provision was clearly aimed at two Australians who had been detained in Guantanamo Bay, David Hicks and Mamdouh Habib.35

    It was Philip Ruddock, now the Attorney-General, who devised the new legislation and implemented it, justifying it by referring to September 11 and the Bali bombings.36 This was part of an international trend in which new laws were introduced to prevent crimes from happening—‘pre-crime’, anticipatory prosecution.

    Tony Blair argued ‘What we are desperate to avoid is the situation where at a later point, people turn around and say: “If you’d only been vigilant as you should have been, we could have averted a terrorist attack’’’.37 David Blunkett, the British Home Secretary, dismissed objections to new legislation after the Madrid bombings, by saying that ‘the norms of prosecution and punishment no longer apply’.38 Prime Minister, John Howard, more pithily, explained that ‘it’s better to be safe than sorry’.

    Obscenity, danger and Islam: the back history

    The threat of danger was acute, but public feeling in Western countries was also affected by much older understandings of Islam. A dynamic of imperial and post-imperial power, circumscribed by the decline of Western economic and political hegemony and the much older battle of Christianity with Islam, provided the basis for a picture of an Islam that was violent, sexualised, irrational and capricious. Again, it was not exclusive of all other visions, but it was certainly a major stream of thought.

    In 1995 Judy Mabro published an anthology of Western travel writing about Middle Eastern women. In the introduction, she quoted a recent article by Lesley Abdela, the political editor of Cosmopolitan, describing her visit to Amman in Jordan:

    This was my first visit to an Arab country. Like many other Westerners, my impressions of Middle Eastern women have been pre-formed by the media. Fashion and advertising images frequently show exotic looking Arab women standing in billowing robes, staring dreamily across sand dunes. Television news coverage tends to portray them as Islamic fundamentalists, heads covered with the hijab, oppressed by patriarchal regimes.39

    These images from Western films and television echoed ideas drawn from The Arabian Nights, or rather the numerous European versions of the stories. Mabro wrote:

    When I first started reading for this anthology I was struck by the number of people who recalled the Arabian Nights stories when they first began their journey. I started making a note of the references but soon gave up, for that would make an anthology in itself … The image of the flamboyant, erotic and cruel Orient was applied indiscriminately to a large geographical area.40

    The Thousand and One Nights was an old and deep influence. Antoine Galland, the early eighteenth-century Frenchman who made the first translation into a European language, warned his readers that the tales were fiction. But neither he, nor many of his readers, could throw off the idea that they described a real Eastern society.41 Possibly no book has influenced the European imagination of Islam more than the Nights. Even the French poet Gérard de Nerval, who stood against the more absurd characterisations of Islam, admitted that after he arrived in Cairo for the first time he could not keep the stories of the Nights from running through his head.42

    In English, The Thousand and One Nights was popularised by Sir Richard Burton, its famous nineteenth-century translator. Burton, who had psychosexual problems of his own, added exaggerated commentaries about febrile sexuality and remarkable cruelty to a story already filled with sexual activity and violence. The sexual content of the Nights was of course excluded from adaptations for children—but not the violence. The Aladdin stories became part of the European fairytale tradition and Disney incorporated them into its own cannon, much changed. The 1992 film of Aladdin describes a headstrong princess named Jasmine who wants to escape the patriarchy in her repressive palace and marry for love despite the efforts of violent and sinister courtiers.

    Disney’s version of Jasmine’s story echoed a real and sinister event more than a decade before. In 1977 a Saudi princess and her lover were executed in public for adultery. When a British filmmaker, Anthony Thomas, made a dramatised documentary of the story, it caused a storm of controversy when it was shown on British, American, Dutch and Australian television. The Australian government of the time was a conservative one and the Deputy Prime Minister, Doug Anthony (who was also Trade Minister), asked the Seven Network to ‘carefully consider the matter before broadcasting the film’. It was, he said ‘grossly offensive to the Saudi Arabian royal family and government’.43 The Seven Network showed the film anyway, but the Saudi Government protested so vociferously that it was effectively banned in Sweden and Denmark and actually banned in most of the countries of the Middle East. The exception was Israel.44

    Edward Said traced the origins of this literary and artistic depiction of Islam to imperialism. Orientalism—how the ‘Orient’ is taught, conceived and described, and dealt with45—presented an image of the Middle East to Western eyes, and interpreted it for Western minds, that was ‘absolutely different … from the west’.46 Implicitly or explicitly, Orientalist writers (‘us’) compared their familiar selves with the foreign (‘them’), placing the dominant society in contrast with the dominated.47 Orientalism was part of the machinery of imperialism.

    A very potent development of Said’s thesis has been in the history of art. Rana Kabbani pointed to Orientalist writers who thought of ‘the East’ as ‘a sexual lieu, and a despotic and capricious one to boot’.48 This was certainly the subject of much Orientalist painting and sexualised images of the Middle East—harems, bathhouses, slave markets, concubines and the like—have received enormous critical attention. Kabbani described a European, especially English, obsession with Muslim eroticism that held that sexual depravity was very advanced among Muslim women. She quotes Edward Lane, one of the earliest European scholars of Muslim Egypt, as saying:

    The women of Egypt have the character of the most licentious in their feelings of all females who lay any claim to be considered as members of a civilised nation … some of the stories of the intrigues of women in The Thousand and One Nights present faithful pictures of occurrences not infrequent in the modern metropolis of Egypt.49

    Violence was another vibrant theme. A famous picture by Henri Regnault, now in the Louvre, shows an executioner wiping his sword on his robe after executing a victim who lies at his feet. It is entitled Exécution sans Jugement sous les Rois Maures (‘Execution without trial at the court of the Moorish kings [of Granada]’). Alexandre-Gabriel Decamps’ painted the Punishment of the Hooks (‘Le Supplice des Crochets’) in 1837, in which the audience, the real subject of the picture, stands and watches while a victim hangs, dying, from a hook on the city wall, a tiny figure in the background.50 Jean-Léon Gérôme’s picture of the Heads of the Rebel Beys at the Mosque of el Assaneyn (1866) shows the swordsman, piles of heads and a man sitting next to them, coolly smoking a pipe.51

    It was not just art that echoed this tune. In 1909 Lawrence Harris illustrated a travel book about Morocco with a line drawing of the punishment of a prominent rebel. It accompanied a written account of how, in front of a large crowd, this man’s beard was plucked out, his head shaved and his hands disabled by the salt torture. Then he was led away to die.52 Harris was a nobody, but many authors wrote about the violent, capricious and often bizarre manifestations of Islamic society. In 1836 Edward Lane described how an Egyptian woman, accused of apostasy, was strangled and thrown into the Nile.53 In the early twentieth century British imperial rulers justified themselves by saying that the European standard of justice that they brought with them was a vast improvement on that which had applied before. Lord Cromer, who virtually ruled Egypt for the British in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, wrote that ‘any system of justice, properly so called, was unknown [in Egypt] … The divorce between law, such as it was, and justice was absolute’.54

    Lord Cromer offered better treatment of women as well as British standards of justice. Veiling and seclusion of women, he wrote, were ‘the fatal obstacle … [to] attainment of that elevation of thought and character which should accompany the introduction of Western civilisation’.55 Yet Cromer was famous for his opposition to women’s suffrage in England; in 1910 he wrote in the Anti-Suffrage Review that ‘The German man is manly, and the German woman is womanly; can we hope to compete with a nation such as this, if we war against nature, and endeavour to invert the natural roles of the sexes? We cannot do so.’56 During imperial rule of the Middle East and North Africa, the veil was at times a symbol both of the protection of Muslim women from European control and of the enforced ‘liberation’ of Muslim women by colonialists. Algerian women, during French rule, adopted the veil with greater frequency and, during the Algerian war of independence, the French army forcibly unveiled Algerian women, and in public.57
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