LIVING IN A MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY: 

MUSLIMS AND NON-MUSLIMS IN EUROPE 

Malá Aula

Charles University

Prague

Sunday 13th October 2002

Participants
Dr. Yossef Bodansky

Director of Research, International Strategic Studies Association, USA

Ing. Pavel Bratinka

Former Czech Cabinet Minister; 

Consultant on European Affairs, Euroffice, a.s., Czech Republic

Baroness Caroline Cox

Deputy Speaker of the House of Lords, UK

Prof. Marc S. Ellenbogen

President,  Prague Society;

Chairman, Global Panel Foundation, Germany

The Hon. Justice Roger Errera

Honorary Member of the Conseil d’Etat, France; Professor of the Central European University

Yousif al-Khoei

Director, Al-Khoei Foundation, London, UK

Prof. Luboš Kropáček
President of the Islam in Europe Committee; Specialist in Islamic Studies, Charles University, Czech Republic

Dr. John Marks

Director, Educational Research Trust, UK

Mr. Fathi Marie

Ambassador of Secretary General Amre Moussa of the League of Arab States

Amb. Boris Pankin

former Foreign Minister to Michael Gorbachev; former Ambassador to Sweden, Czechoslovakia and the United Kingdom

Ing. Jindřich Tomáš
former Deputy Minister of Defense, Czech Republic

Pavel Bratinka: So, welcome to this seminar, which bears the title Living in a Multicultural Society: Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe. We perhaps should welcome here some distinguished representatives from the Muslim community who arrived. First of all I have to excuse Mr. Amre Moussa, Secretary General of the Arab League, who because of the international situation couldn’t come; but he sent instead his Plenipotentiary Ambassador, Mr. Fathi Marie, who will speak and address us on his behalf. I would like also to welcome Mr. Boris Pankin, who was, as you well remember, the last Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union. It’s a pleasure also for me to welcome Mr. al-Khoei, who represents one of the many Islamic foundations in the UK. I also have great pleasure to invite Professor Kropáček, who is a very eminent member of that still small community here in my country, which systematically studies Muslim issues. It is also my pleasure to invite M Errera, who was a member of, what is in France called the Conseil d’Etat, the Constitutional Court of France. On my left side, which is not the proper place, sits Baroness Cox, who has for years been paying great attention to the issues we are going to debate today, in addition to many other issues in which she takes a very keen interest. I have also to welcome Mr. Bodansky, who is an expert in security issues, or strategic issues, and he is advising currently, I think, the American administration. And finally there is Mr. Marks, who is an eminent English scholar. From the list of our speakers I have also to welcome Mr. Tomáš, former Deputy Defense Minister of the Czech Republic, a member of the Prague Society. So, after completing the greetings I would now think it proper that we give the floor for short – I insist, short – opening, welcoming remarks. First Ambassador Marie, on behalf of the Arab League, and then I would ask Mr. Boris Pankin to say a few words about our seminar and this event.  So, we haven't yet started the contributions, the intellectual contributions, we are now at the point of welcoming remarks, so please, the floor is yours, Ambassador Marie!

Fathi Marie: Thank you. A few reflections on the topic of our conference or symposium. Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, it is a privilege and an honor for me to address this august gathering of prominent personalities on the topic of this symposium, i.e. Muslims in Europe: Living in a Multicultural Society. I prefer this wording, which tops the paper of His Excellency Dr. de Klerk to the other wording, which is Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe, because this wording would oppose Muslims against other societies in Europe, and in the USA and Canada for that matter. Moreover, the term ‘other’, which is used sometimes in the papers, has a certain connotation which is not helpful in the context of coexistence between the religious, ethnic and cultural components of any society. Those who emigrated to Europe, USA, Canada, Australia and elsewhere have been accepted as nationals in those countries. And as such they have become, or they should be considered, as within the texture of the society. To look at them as ‘other’ creates problems and prevents their full integration into their societies. Unfortunately, the tragic events of the 11 September in the USA have singled out Muslims in the western world as ‘other’, hence the title Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe. This is one of the most notorious offshoots of the 11 September events, because in the eyes, hearts and minds of the western world all Muslims now have become suspects. This is unfair and unwarranted, because those individuals who perpetrated this act of terror do not represent Muslims, far from it. They represent a group whose thoughts and beliefs do not correspond to Islamic faith. If we hold Muslims responsible for what this group committed, then we should hold Christians responsible for the terror perpetrated by the IRA in Northern Ireland, or for what the ETA organization is doing in Spain or for what the Bader-Meinhof gang were doing in Germany. Or the Red Brigade in Italy, etc. A long list of groups and clans in the whole world terrorize their societies under this or that motto. So why, in the same token, should Muslims be stigmatized for the doings of a deranged group of individuals who identify themselves as Muslims? This same group has bombed the Embassy of Egypt in Islamabad, which killed people, mostly Muslims, of whom I knew personally a Junior diplomat who had got married a few weeks before that ugly bombing of the Egyptian Embassy. Hitler who perpetrated the Second World War where nearly 50 million people succumbed to death was not a Muslim. Nor was his ally, Benito Mussolini of Italy. Now I come to the selected subtitles of our topic. The first of which political, sociological implications relating to …

Bratinka: Ambassador, if I may interrupt you, I think we just expected a few welcoming remarks to this seminar, we didn’t expect that you deliver your presentation. Because I think these are the points which will be discussed at length and there will be a certain moment for this So, please, if you could just say a few words ending your introductory remarks and we will have the pleasure to hear your full presentation in the afternoon.

Marie: So, this practice of holding these symposiums which look into the matter of Muslims in Europe or elsewhere, especially after the 11 September events, I think they are very useful and very much needed to clear things, and clear our minds and hearts of what came through these deplorable events. So, I thank the Prague Society for holding this symposium and hope that it will end in good conclusions useful to everybody. Thank you.

Bratinka:  Thank you for your best wishes to us. In fact we decided about holding this seminar last year in June last year, before September 11. It was on the occasion of the conference which the Prague Society organized for the former Ministers of Foreign Affairs who were in power in 1991. This conference was comprised of very diverse people, and among them we had the pleasure to welcome also the senator from Jordan, Mr. Ensour. During one of the discussions concerning the challenges facing the present world, it was his suggestion that perhaps the next event organized by Prague Society should be devoted exactly to the cohabitation or coexistence of Muslims and non-Muslims. So, we have considered this idea before the tragic events and we do hope that these tragic events will not color too much the discussions this afternoon. I will now ask Mr. Pankin to say a few words as a representative of a country which had and still has Muslim people as its citizens.

Pankin:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I would like to say first that all of us I believe are very happy to be here, very happy to have been invited to Prague, which I like very much, and especially since my two years as Ambassador of the Soviet Union to Prague until the end of August 1991, and just to express gratitude to our hosts; and then to avoid some misunderstanding I would like to remind you that when I was invited I was warned that my presentation shouldn’t be longer than ten minutes, which I interpreted for myself that it shouldn’t be less than ten minutes. So now, with your permission I have better follow what I have written it will take us about ten minutes. 

Bratinka:  But you are now expected to say a few welcoming words, not your presentation, there will be time for your presentation. 

Pankin: So actually I have already done it. Just to add another explanation, that of course I believe that everyone of as is absolutely free to choose what to speak about in the framework of the guidelines of this conference. So, it doesn't mean that because I am a Russian, and a former Foreign Minister, and an Ambassador, a Russian writer and so on, it doesn't mean that I am going to speak exclusively about the situation in Russia. I would like to present maybe a wider vision of what is going on now, again in the framework of the main theme of our conference. Thank you very much. 

Bratinka:  Thank you, Ambassador. It is your permanent title – Ambassador. Well, it remains to me to say a few organizational remarks. The morning will be devoted to – originally we thought we would have two separate sessions, one devoted to educational issues, another devoted to cultural issues. But we think these two are interlinked, and also because relatively fewer speakers wanted to speak in these morning sessions, in comparison with those who wanted to speak in the afternoon session devoted to political and sociological issues, we decided to merge these educational and cultural sessions into one.  So, there are now three speakers who will present to you their presentations up to ten minutes, and of course then other members of the panel will be able to say their own comments on that and then after a coffee break we will open the floor to all of you present. So I have the pleasure to welcome three speakers on this morning session. First is Mr. al-Khoei from the Al-Khoei Foundation, the second will be Mr. Errera, and the third will be Mr. Kropáček.  I think Mr. Errera will speak in English and Mr. Khoei also in English and I understand Mr. Kropáček will speak Czech. No? In English. So I will now ask Mr. al-Khoei to deliver his presentation, which will concern educational and cultural issues.

al-Khoei: Dobré ráno, good morning, and salaam aleykum. I feel very privileged to be among these very esteemed scholars; I am not a scholar, nor a politician, I am basically a practitioner. We run projects for Muslim communities in London, New York, Canada, France, Thailand, Iran and other places like Pakistan and India. I am very pleased to be here among you, I hope we will share some of the experiences we have. I am particularly pleased that two of my colleagues, the two young ladies there from the Forum Against Islamophobia and Racism came with me here, and I hope that this interaction between us will be a very constructive one. I certainly look forward to a very open and enlightened debate, and no subject will be a taboo discussed as far as I am concerned. What I really want to say within the eight minutes I have left, is the question of Muslims in Europe that is generally a new phenomenon. A new phenomenon which basically western countries do not really know how to tackle, because of historical, because of religious reasons, and because of sheer ideology. The West has defined itself since the end of the Second World War in terms of ethnicity and race. Muslims increasingly are defining themselves in terms of religion, especially since the mid-eighties. And this is causing a lot of confusion and problems among Western policy makers. And in many ways it is showing, as far as I can see it, there appear to be certain cracks in the western liberal democracies, in the way they want to handle what they perceive to be a difficult Muslim minority. And one of these problems is education. Of course, Europe has different ways of handling the Muslim community, there is no really coordinated policy. There are those who talk about assimilation, which basically refuse the Muslims all manifestation of exhibiting or studying or getting access to public funding as far as their faith is concerned. This is basically, broadly speaking, France, Belgium and other countries. And you have those countries who believe in integration, who have given some space for Muslims to show exhibit their faith, or study it, and this is basically, broadly the United Kingdom, Sweden, Holland and others. But I think, since September 11…, let me just tell you some of these educational problems. They basically center around general assemblies, collective worship. Most countries in Europe have traditionally a broadly Christian general assembly. Now, especially with multiethnic societies, this is becoming increasingly difficult, to try to force them to participate in Christian assemblies. Other problems of education center around the curriculum, the teaching of religious education, the teaching of history. Then you have the question of celebrating public events such as for different faith communities, and that includes the Muslims. Then we have a problem of examinations, on which days, and how to tackle it. Then we have for the Muslims particularly the question of diet, the question of prayer time, the complications of Ramadan, all these problems in some countries have been not even discussed or addressed at all. In some others it is a process of discussion and there has been some progress. You have in the United Kingdom a system which now allows every religious faith to be studied within one curriculum, religious education. Albeit the bulk of religious education is still Christian, but there are small slots for Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists and Sikhs. In Germany they do it differently, they segregate the Muslims and let them have their Islamic education, and the Christians have theirs. So there is, as I said, there isn’t really a general European approach. Every country finds its own solution. 

In terms of cultural issues, again lots of complications. I think they generally stem from the fact that the Muslim world is trying to find its own space in terms of how the modern world functions. Broadly speaking, to put it bluntly, most of the Muslims who have immigrated to the West, they have either immigrated for economic reasons, because the West needed their migrant labor such as in Germany, or colonial, historical reasons such as in France and the UK and Holland. Now, you have basically this tension, in my view, between the life in the city and the life in the village. And most Muslims come from this background. This conflict you see in the West which people like to put as a clash of civilizations, is essentially not a clash between Islam and the West, but a clash between village life and the city life. And this clash you actually see within the world of Islam itself. You actually see it in major cities, in Cairo, in Baghdad, and I believe that the sooner we will stop talking between the clash between Islam and the rest of the world, as Ambassador Marie mentioned, the better. Because all these social tensions, which are quite a lot, to do with representation – we still have problems about who represents Muslims and you know, in the village you have the village chief, so everybody thinks, there is the boss. And when they come to societies they reflect that in the West. So for westerners it looks odd and strange. But really, if you look at it as the way it is, rather than convert it into a religious kind of war, then you have the solutions to address them. Let me just be very frank and mention some of these social issues. The two ladies you see there; they come from Bangladesh – one of them does – and only ten years ago most Bangladeshi families would not even allow their daughters to go to school. This was a village mentality, nothing to do with Islam whatsoever, absolutely nothing to do with Islam. In Islam you have a very clear – the Koran, I think, actually says: ‘Every man and woman should gain knowledge…’. There is nothing in Islam against gaining knowledge. But these families, they would not let their girls go to school. Eventually the community has evolved, and now you have some of the best of young British Muslims are from Bangladesh. So the community evolves very fast, in fact, I think we have done really well. But some of these social problems, they need tackling in a very direct way. And these social problems have to do with the status of women; have to do with the way the Muslims present themselves, the way they represent themselves, the way they tackle the media. And essentially their problems are really no different to any other new migrant community which moves from one environment to another. I was looking at the Bradford riots, in which many Muslims were involved, a lot of them ended up in prison. And I was studying the coverage of that; how the British press covered it. And a Jewish colleague of mine said to me: ‘Look, don’t worry, this was how we were covered in 1945 when in the East End of London we had riots…’. Some riots apparently happened. So, it is really what I’m trying to say; these social problems are no different to any other minority which moves to the West, and I think the sooner we don’t convert this into some kind of religious war, it is the better.


Thank you.

Bratinka: Thank you. Now I think it’s the turn to call on Judge Errera.

The Hon. Justice Roger Errera: Thank you Mr. Chairman. 

A number of European countries are sharing today an entirely new experience. The presence among them of a substantial Muslim population, most members of which are here to stay, and in some countries have been, or are going to be, naturalized. Such is the case in Britain; one million three Muslims, in Germany; three million two, and in my own country, France, four million two. For France this is an approximation. In France as in Britain many of these immigrants came from former colonial possessions. An historical fact that still waits. But recent waves – elsewhere – have come from countries without particular links with France. Turkey is an outstanding example. I thus welcome this opportunity to discuss together issues relating to this topic, and I would like to thank warmly, the Prague Society for giving me the occasion to present now a few remarks on the situation in my own country:


As elsewhere the public debate on this fact has been affected, not only by domestic issues like immigration, but also by issues that are both domestic and international ones, such as terrorism. We have experienced it in the mid-80s, in the mid 90s, and since September 11 we are in the same situation as other countries, and we know it. Before trying to discuss some of the issues debated now in France, I would like to stress three points. The first is a legal one; the importance of the legal framework should not be underestimated, and here three specific characteristics of the French system should be kept in mind; separation between state and churches since one century, and the conceptual principle of secularity, laicité. A liberal – very liberal policy of naturalization, and acquisition of the French nationality, and finally the constitutional prohibition to recognize minorities and to award specific rights to their members, as such.  Let us also bear in mind that – as elsewhere, in fact – the legal framework relating to denomination has been built up one century ago according to the situation of the then dominant denominations, that is mainly the Christian and Jewish faith. The second remark is the following one: Many issues relating to Muslims in France have an international dimension. I will give examples of that. The third remark relates to the weight, if not the burden, of history; that is, of memory. I will also give examples of that. 

Two years ago I was a member of a state committee which published a report entitled: Islam in the Republic. Not Islam and the Republic. Not The Republic and Islam but, Islam in the Republic, and these four words sum up the situation. I will comment on three issues that we studied and in which we made recommendations: religious practice, the affirmation of a Muslim identity, and then – what is the answer to be given to a simple question: Whom can the public authorities speak to when the issue is the Muslim population? Religious practice: these are very concrete issues and not theoretical ones. We studied two points: mosques and imams. Now, in 1905 when the statute of church and state separation was adopted by parliament the existing churches – protestant temples and synagogues – remained the property of the municipalities, of the states, which allowed each denomination to use them free of charge – a great gift. And therefore – at that time there was no mosque in France because there were no Muslims to speak of – therefore, all the mosques that have been built over the past century had to be built with private money, since the statute prohibits the public funding of building religious buildings. The statute allows local authorities to help indirectly finance the construction of religious buildings through a guarantee of loans or by allowing the denominations to use public land. But that is all. The direct public funding of a building of a church is prohibited. Consequently, all the new mosques built in France for the last thirty or forty years have been financed by foreign states: Saudi Arabia, Morocco, and other Middle Eastern States. And when there are no mosques – in fact there are very few mosques in France – most Muslims pray, in France, in a number of places: private apartments, garages – most of them are shabby, I must say. Hence a justified feeling of inequality – one of the sources of which is the historical and legal situation I just explained. Now, the same situation for other reasons applies to the imam. I need not stress that unlike other denominations, Islam knows no clergy and no ecclesiastical hierarchy. Most of the imams – that is, the director of prayers – now active in France have been trained abroad, and actually came from abroad. Hence, at times – according to the domestic or international situation – a degree of suspicion. The only existing training center of imams in France which exists has been funded by Saudi Arabia. And there is a public preoccupation, which we expressed in our report, not only about insufficient numbers, but also on the quality of their training. And this shortage is even more acute when there is a right to have them present in prisons, in jails, in the army, or in hospitals. 

The second issue we discussed – and we recommended steps to reform this situation – the second issue I wish to discuss is the affirmation of Muslim identity. With the passing of time the domestic and international situation has lead part of the younger generation of Arab Muslims, and not the other Muslims – let us not forget that, in France a sizable part of the Muslim population is not Arabic, they are either Turkish or they come from Africa, south of the Sahara – so, a sizable proportion of the younger generation of Arab Muslims, mainly of Algerian or Moroccan origin in fact, are affirming in their public behavior a new sense of their Muslim identity. After organizing hearings and visiting places we saw – we felt that many of them were criticizing their families. Reporting them to have transmitted to them a rather poor quality of Islam, and their ambition is to try to find a better Islam. Here are two illustrations – one of them led to public and legal debates, including litigation before my courts: should students in state secondary schools – girl students – be allowed to wear marks of their belonging to a religious community? This was the so-called ‘scarf case’, I will not sum it up, I would need hours to sum up the litigation. Basically, the answer is yes; because of principle of freedom of conscience, of freedom of religion, and of the banning of discrimination on religious grounds. Since no right is an absolute, and this happens to take place in school – in state schools – where the aim is to educate people, and not to have big discussions on every topic, such a freedom can be curtailed on public order grounds; for example, if it leads to proselytism; if it leads to pressure against other students, the staff or the professors And in a number of cases we had to adjudicate on this (I could give precise details later in the discussion). This debate was highly symbolic and emblematic. The fact that it didn’t take place in the same terms in other countries is also an illustration of the difference of situations. Another item is food: the production of Halal meat is an important source of income. This is not only a symbolic issue, it is a very material and financial one, related to power. When, years ago, the government granted to the Paris Mosque – which is controlled by Algeria – the exclusivity, the monopoly on Halal, there were strong protests by Morocco, and finally this right was shared with other Mosques controlled by the Moroccan government. This shows to you the importance of the international context. Another example is: what about public holidays? In France, as in other countries, most official holidays derive from the Christian – that is – the Catholic ones, with a few exceptions; fourth of July, first of May, etc. What about other denominations: the Muslims and the Jews? For example: under an official circular – that is, something which has no legal value – applying to all state civil servants, believers belonging to other denominations (Jews and Muslims) are allowed to take a leave of absence on certain days specified on the circular, listed. This is a very liberal answer which I approve of course. The circular goes even further; what about Armenians? Yes, I will give the details later on. One word about education, since this is our topic; in France – as in other countries – the statute allows the state to subsidize parochial schools and to sign with them a contract when they follow the state curriculum and when the staff is of sufficient level. It is a remarkable fact that there are no Muslim schools in France which have asked to be subsidized by the state. That is that, all Muslim young people in France go either to state school or to parochial schools, that is, Catholic ones subsidized by the state, it is a remarkable fact. 

The third issue is: whom can the public authorities speak to? If we put our selves – for one second – in the shoes of the municipal authorities, it is useful for them to know whom to speak to when you have a problem; a local one, or a national one in terms of food, holidays. It’s useful to take a telephone or to speak to the Catholic bishops, to the Protestant federation, to the Jewish consistory. What about Islam? There is no religious hierarchy, domestic, or international. So, several governments tried to set up – or to help set up – a kind of national body. The fact is that the Muslim community, assuming that one can speak of ‘a’ Muslim community, is diverse. It is divided according to geographical origin: Algeria, Morocco, Turkey. According to political or religious orientation, and according to international links. It has been extremely difficult to this day to set up a body which could be representative of the Muslim population. Several ministries – several governments – have tried to do so. To this day no one has succeeded. I will leave out for the discussion an attempt to compare the situation in France to that of Germany, because it is our neighbour and it has the second largest Muslim population in Europe.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Bratinka: Thank you very much. I was hesitating to interrupt you because it was a very interesting description of problems. But I believe we will have plenty of time to return back to the details of the situation in France. So, it is now my pleasure to ask Mr. Kropáček to speak on behalf of the Czech understanding of these issues.

Prof. Luboš Kropáček: Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests. 

First of all allow me two personal remarks. The first one is based on the fact that we have met here on the premises of the Charles University to which I belong. This is the oldest university in central Europe, in 1348, and I have the honour as well to welcome you on behalf of this University. 

My second personal remark concerns the presentation of myself, which has unfortunately made incorrectly on the internet and in the yellow brochure which introduces the panelists. It is written there that I am President of the Islam in Europe Committee. It is not exact, I am just a member of the Islam in Europe Committee. What this committee is will be explained further on in my presentation. 

It is obvious nowadays – it is my presentation itself – that Islam has become a very important new factor in Europe. Since the 1970s the presence of Islam has been characterized as: ‘the greatest religio-demographic change on the continent since the times of the Reformation.’ Muslim communities have become the second largest religious community after the Catholics in such countries as France, Belgium, or Spain; after Lutheran Protestants in Sweden or Norway, and to change the perspective, towards the east also the second religious community after Orthodox Christians in Bulgaria, Russia, and we might go further on. It has been said by my predecessors that the immigration Islam in Western Europe, about which I’m going to speak in greater detail, originated by migration. The first wave was that of migrant workers who very often just lived in hard conditions hoping to earn money and then to go back. This was the situation in the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s. Then the situation changed when after the oil crisis following the Arab-Israeli war in 1973, certain economic conditions brought about the stopping of the immigration of labour, but the European governments allowed wives and children to come and join their husbands and fathers. It is in this moment, in the late 1970s, that Islam really became visible. The workers – the migrant workers – were now looking for proper houses for their families. At the same time the degree of their religious observance has become more visible, more pronounced. They now start to build mosques instead of using garages and other provisional places of prayer. And also having their wives at home, they start to expect Halal food. So, Islam was really implanted. As regards the position of the Christian churches, and it is my concern in this presentation to speak from the point of view of Christian churches, they started to think seriously about the presence of this new religion on the European Continent also in the 1970s, and the most ancient research reports on the situation – not only of migrants, but of Muslims, as such, on European soil – can be dated to the 1970s, and were mostly also backed by the Christian churches. The first substantial research in the 1970s especially was undertaken under the guidance of the churches’ committee on migrant workers in Western Europe. And then a process started, of founding research institutes, for research and for documentation. The first one, founded in 1976, is The Centre for the Study of Christian Muslim Relations in Birmingham. Then in the mid-1970s, the reformed churches in the Netherlands also laid down their programs for research and documentation. From the Catholic side, initiative was taken by the White Fathers, Les Pères Blanc, in Belgium and the Netherlands and also in France. Maybe some of you know Maurice Bormann’s Le Père Blanc, the White Father who since 1975 has been editing the review Islamochristiana in Rome which is the main research journal on Muslim-Christian relations in general. In Germany a very important institute was founded, also by the Catholic church; it is the CIBEDO in Frankfurt. In Italy it is the Centro Ambriosiana di documentazione per religioni in Milan and so on and so forth. But the interest of the Christian churches was not directed only to research and documentation. It was also directed to the need now felt for the preparation of pastoral workers. For explaining properly to Christians what are the beliefs of their new co-citizens, of their new neighbours, and in this respect also some institutions – some organized activities – came into existence. The first one was an informal seasonal gathering which is existing to the present day.  It is called Journée D’Arras or the ‘Arras Group’. Arras is the name of a town in northern France where the local bishop convened a meeting of those pastors and priests, Catholics and Protestants, who are interested in Islam, to meet and discuss their concerns and the needs for improving the understanding between the two religions. It was in 1980. And since 1980 the Journées D’Arras meetings have been held every year for all those who are interested in this field of study and practical work and in this commitment for building good relations between the believers of both Christianity and Islam. They all meet regularly, always after Pentecost in various European cities. This is an informal initiative, all those who come pay their expenses out of their pocket without any subsidies, because they are interested in working for a better understanding and for a better co-operation between Christians and Muslims in Europe. So, this was the first informal initiative. Then a formal initiative took place in 1987, when the two leading bodies of the Christian churches in Europe – that is to say, from the Catholic side CCEE, Concilium confentiarum episcoporum Europae, and from the Protestant, Anglican, and Orthodox side, the CEC, Conference of European Churches, decided to create a joint committee to be called: Islam in Europe Committee. So this is the committee where I am a member nominated from the Catholic side – one of the twelve members – six are from the CEC, six are from the CCEE. Well, our committee has been undertaking various initiatives. It is a committee of experts who study the situation of Muslim communities in Europe, and mainly study the dialogue, and possibilities for developing the dialogue and friendly co-operation, with Muslims for the benefit of Europe on the basis of shared values. Because we find that there are values, which as I say Muslims share, and which may be a basis on which it is possible to build. Our committee prepares documents: letters of recommendation sent to churches – Christian churches – on various issues such as reciprocity; what reciprocity means; on the needs of educating new generations – in which spirit? – in the spirit of secular pluralist Europe? a multicultural Europe? Since the Christian churches admit Europe has become a multi-cultural or pluralist continent or society.


Well, I’m afraid I will have to conclude. So just with two short points: one is – and I am ready to present more details in the discussion if you would like – that in 2001 last year in the spring an important document was signed by the CCEE and CEC, that it means on behalf of all Christian churches in Europe called Charta Ecumenica or ‘Guidelines for the Growing Co-operation Among the Churches in Europe’. One of the articles in this joint document deals with the commitment to behave towards Muslims with respect and to work together with Muslims on matters of common concern. Then the committee – it’s my last remark – our committee organized in – now, listen carefully – in September 2001, from the 12 to 15 September, an international conference on Christians and Muslims in Europe. It started on the 12 of September, it was planned two years beforehand. Nobody knew what would happed on the eve of that conference, but then what happened, happened, and – it’s a just remark – that Muslim participants were the first who immediately, at the opening of the conference, asked the conference to issue a declaration condemning the criminal act of the terrorists who attacked New York and Washington. If you are interested I might give you more details on all kinds of recommendations bearing on cultural and educational policy to be undertaken by both sides – by joint efforts of both sides – for the benefit of Europe.


Thank you.

Bratinka: Thank you for your contribution. We are now at the stage where there is 25 minutes to go before we break for coffee. And as I already told you: it’s now time for members of the panel to comment on the presentations we had. So please, who is the first, who would like to speak? Yes, Baroness Cox.

The Baroness Cox of Queensbury: Thank you very much. And may I just begin by reiterating thanks and congratulations to the Prague Society for convening this conference on a subject where the addresses already have indicated there are so many aspects of profound concern; legal, cultural, and in human terms.

 Mr. al-Khoei said he was a practical man; I am also a very practical politician. I have a motto which I think ought to apply to all politicians; and it is to have open ears, open eyes, and an open mind before you have an open mouth. And that’s why I’m very happy to listen this morning, and before making my own contribution this afternoon. 

But I’d like to just to come back to practical policies. And education of course is fundamental for any society, because it is through education that you’re laying the foundations for the future, and transmitting the values, and indeed, the cultural grounding for young people. And what I wanted in my own comment, very briefly, was just to share some experience from the United Kingdom, both for information and for consideration. 

Mr. al-Khoei gave a brief outline as to the situation in the United Kingdom, but I would just like to add a little bit more detail to that, because I was instrumental in the passage through the House of Parliament and the House of Lords in moving amendments in 1988 to one of our Education Reform Bills dealing particularly with this whole issue of how to include the teaching for other faith communities in our schools, of religious education; how to address the issue we have in Britain, not a separation of Church, state, and education, but legally a requirement to include the teaching of religious education and provision of worship unless parents want to opt out. And clearly in the United Kingdom that had, up till recent times, assumed that the main substance of religious education and worship would reflect the Judaeo-Christian tradition which had been the majority tradition. But in the 1988 Education Reform Act I was instrumental in moving amendments which were to recognize the rights of other faith communities to be able to have their own faiths taught in ways which respect the integrity of those faiths. In the schools where they were still a minority number of pupils there was the recognition that local authorities should be satisfied that the curricula for teaching the different faith traditions would be satisfactory to the local faith communities. But in those schools where there was a significant number, or merely even a majority of pupils from other faith communities, then the provision was there for those faith traditions to be taught by the religious leaders, to respect the integrity of those faiths.  Those amendments were there, they are now part of our law; relating both to religious education and worship.

 Very briefly, on the state funding of Muslim schools, and schools for other faith communities, I was again, the first person in the British House of Lords to move a private member’s bill several years ago recognizing the fact that historically in the United Kingdom we have the right to – indeed there are well established schools – reflecting some of our main religious traditions; Church of England schools, Roman Catholic schools, some Jewish schools, and I did move a private members’ bill suggesting that that right should be extended to members of other faith communities such as Muslim citizens, Sikhs, Hindus, and indeed those of other faiths and ideologies such as a small school movement, or the Rudolph Steiner movement. This is part of a parental right to have your education for your children in accordance with your own fundamental beliefs and values.  That was a private members’ bill and, not surprisingly, it did not pass. But subsequently these provisions are now in law.

 So that is the situation in the United Kingdom, and if appropriate I would be very happy for our Muslim colleagues to comment on whether you think the situation in the United Kingdom is now satisfactory for your faith community in our country. 

That was my contribution on education as such. But I can’t resist just asking just one other question to the most recent speaker, because I’m not sure if I heard you right: but when you mentioned our multi-cultural Europe you said therefore we need become a secular Europe, and I’m not sure if multi-centralism equates with secularism, and what that means for those of us who hold the traditional religions in Europe. Are we to dilute those? I’d just like an answer to that question from our last speaker if I might.

Bratinka: Thank you for your contribution. Now you asked Mr. Kropáček a question…

Cox: Well, that was a specific question – sorry, I may have misunderstood – but the main essence of my contribution was to take up the theme of education and practical legal solutions to the situation for our Muslim citizens in our own countries. 

Bratinka: Yes. Thank you very much. Now, Ambassador Marie asked for time to deliver his contribution, and Mr. Kropáček perhaps would address the question. So Ambassador Marie.

Marie: Thank you. I would like to add to what Baroness Caroline Cox has said: I agree with what she said and would like to add that three years ago I attended a conference held by the British Council. The title was: ‘On Britain and Islam’. It was a three day seminar and it was very useful and it should help the British government take an interest in the welfare and well-being, and well-doing of the  Muslims living in their country. There developed – or emerged – some people, as it was said, to whom to speak in Britain. There are representatives of the Muslim community, among them Mr. al-Khoei’s institution, and I think as education goes there are both.  It is a dual practice: the state schools, and there are some Muslim schools. They complement each other. And really, if things are to be said, in that symposium there was a Minister of State in the British Foreign Ministry who said we have to speak, not about co-existence between different communities, but acceptance. Because one can co-exist grudgingly and out of necessity. But acceptance means more integration, more assimilation and the like. And perhaps Mr. Yousif al-Khoei can comment on that – thank you.

al-Khoei: I would actually like to direct my comments towards Judge Errera and I will answer you on the back of that.

 I think the problem in France is essentially an ideological one. You see, you can be secular, you can think you’re liberal, but you can turn secularism into a religion and become secular fundamentalists, and you can start telling people what to do and what not to do. This is essentially the problem in France. And when you actually – I actually very much valued your spirit, the way you spoke about the freedoms you tried to give to the Muslim community, I think that freedom is very valuable, especially in France. But you’re doing it in piecemeal – in small little bits. Essentially, if you look at it holistically, you have a community which is basically unhappy. Which is basically not able to express itself in the way they want to express itself because there are people, for a number of reasons, telling them this is the way you should do it. This is really no different than the religious fundamentalist who tells people what the right path is. And one of the biggest indicators for me of the health of the society is really the number of people represented in the prison system, because prisons really reflect society and reflect the tension in society. Although in the United Kingdom they are high – Muslims are highly represented, they are about 7%, I believe in France they are nearly 40%, which is really, really outrageous. I am actually surprised that you are surprised that no Muslim school has applied, because this is what the system leads into. If the system doesn’t give you the space and the infrastructure to apply, you will not apply. And I tell you, religion by its very nature, it thrives better when under pressure. So when people feel pressure that they should not follow a religion, especially when young people – Arab Muslims, or whoever are unemployed, are really not doing well in society – they will turn to religion, they will become fundamentalists, they will be a trouble. Now what I am saying is, you really need to look at the British experience, and the Swedish, as imperfect as it is. But nevertheless you have a completely different scenario. Where you have – and in my view, this is really the way, a help for the future – because the British Muslim community, I believe, will have a profound impact on the world of Islam as a whole. They will break all these stereotypes about the West and East because they can go and say: ‘We have Muslim schools, they are very British. Believe me, if you come to our school it is perhaps more British than the British.’  And I think that answers your question. Sorry I’ve taken too long, but this is…

Bratinka: I think now Mr. Kropáček and then of course – each speech generates other questions.

Kropáček: Yes. I thank the Baroness for the question which is really very important. But I’m afraid that in the time constraints I will not be able to say everything that should be said on this issue. But just to put it very briefly: Here in the Czech Republic, ladies and gentlemen, we have met in the most secular country in Europe, possibly. Here, nobody, not even the Churches, deny the secular nature of the Czech Republic from any point of view. But now, since I was speaking on behalf of the Islam in Europe Committee, and so on, its opinions, really the discussions on the secular nature of life in Europe are somehow changing in their perspectives. I heard the opinion, the opinions of some of the participants in our Sarajevo Conference saying, for instance, that the fascination with Howard Cox’s The Secular City, maybe some of you may have read, this was a very famous book in the 1960s in the Christian milieu. It was celebrating the secular city as a new perspective, now the people were saying – people of my age – the fascination which we felt about this concept in the 1960s has gone, but nobody denies that most parts of life, and the critical issues of society, have to be dealt with in secular perspectives. 

Well, now from the Muslim point of view. Also this is an issue which is heatedly debated. I recommend you a book published last year by John Esposito and Asis Tamimi: Secularism in Islam – something like that – published by Christopher Hurst in London. It will show you the large range of discussions going on in the Muslim countries about whether secularity, secular concepts, secularization, should be adopted, in which sense, what is acceptable, what is not acceptable and so on. So it is a heavily debated issue. And the last point which will be thought-provoking – even more – as regards Muslims in Europe, I was informed by my friends from the Netherlands that local Muslims who are either Moroccan, or Turks or coming from other countries, some of them joined the Christians in demanding that Sunday be always considered a day of rest for everybody. And the Muslims joined this opposition to making Sunday a day when all shops are open. Just saying that some elements of the sacred dimension should be safeguarded, should be preserved in Europe. And now the most shocking piece of information will be my last point in this contribution. 

Imagine, that in Germany, a couple of years ago, a debate was held on whether it is admissible or not to have the cross in classrooms. It was in Bavaria, which is a very Catholic country. You know that the Catholics raised the issue, with the constitutional court in Germany, and the cross is not a symbol to be very much beloved by the Muslims. But some Turks – some Turkish guest workers in Bavaria – supported those Bavarians who made efforts for preserving the cross as a sacred symbol in their classrooms.

Thank you.

Bratinka: Thank you. Now I  think Mr. Errera wants to react to al-Khoei’s remarks.

Errera: Thank you Mr. Chairman.

 Just a few observations following Mr. al-Khoei’s remarks – I do not want to give a second paper. First, he said and I quote: ‘a community which is unhappy’. Now, can we really speak in any country of ‘a’ Muslim community, thus lumping together for the sake of discussion all Muslims, assuming that we can agree on a definition, irrespective of their origin and culture? I doubt it, I very much doubt it. 

Second: I mentioned in my paper some of the signs of the affirmation of a Muslim identity by some sections of the Muslim population in France. That is the younger part of the Muslim population of Arab origin. This is not to be found among Muslims of other origin:  Africa south of the Sahara, or Turks or people of Turkish origin. This being said, there are also objective signs of integration. The passing of generations allows us even to measure those signs of better integration into French society; inter-marriage, the fact that more and more women work, that the age of marriage changes. Now, coming to education, a vital element as Baroness Cox remarked.

 In spite of the principle of separation between state and church the French statute allows very liberally parochial, that is, private schools, to be funded by the state, that is, the state pays for the teachers and pays for the building. Which allows families with a very low income to send their families to private schools. Now, there are countries where it is difficult for families to send their children to private schools. Now, since the passing of this statute in 1959, all requests from Catholic, from Protestant, from Jewish, schools to apply for subsidies and to sign a contract with the state have been granted. And this has been a very good reform. It bodes a better level of education in private schools and brought some good competition – if I might say so – between the state and private school. I’m not an apostle of competition in that field, but it is good. Now, why the absence of any requests by a Muslim group – the Muslim section of the population? Saying: ‘we would like to set up a Muslim school here, here are our teachers, we intend to follow as the statute prescribes the state curriculum and since we fulfill the conditions we ask for this subsidy…’. I can assure you that there are no obstacles for granting such a request, because the statute is applied here liberally. One might think it’s a bad thing or a good thing that there are no such requests, I do not pass judgment. The net result which is a fact – an objective fact – is that today the young Muslims in France attend either state schools or private parochial schools; that is, essentially Catholic schools. 

Yes, one short remark. I mentioned the difficulty for the public authorities to help organize a national representation of the Muslim community. But I wish to stress – and I could give vivid examples – that there is indeed a plurality of organizations, of associations, of federations, of Mosques, in the French Muslim community. There is no silence, we have maybe too much abondance de richesses, and this is part of the problem. We have the Mosque of Paris, we have the Federation de Marrocan de France, etc. We have a great plurality on the national and local level of Muslim religious organizations. My personal view would be to tend to find a better way of dialogue at the local and regional level and not to look always at the summit and find national representatives to discuss with national government.

 Now should we look towards other countries? We do, in fact. May I remind the audience of a very banal fact. Each country in that respect especially has its own history, its own traditions, legal, cultural and political. It is always useful to look around, it is, I assume necessary, in the case of Islam. But this being so, it is at a national level for the time being that solutions have to be found.

Thank you.

Bratinka: Now there are two speakers who ask for thirty seconds…

al-Khoei: Could I recover two minutes of my time back? Because I was short. But I will be brief, very brief.

 Basically, I’m really sorry for the use of the word ‘unhappy community’, a very sweeping statement I admit, but I hope you’re taking the spirit of what I am saying rather than take it too literally. I think I am only speaking from my own practical experience, and believe me, I’m not here to criticize France or the French system. I’m here to offer you my honest and sincere advice. It’s not very many Muslims in France I meet who express much happiness about their system. They really envy the British system – I have to be honest with you – and unless I am honest with you, I don’t think you will get my message. The second point I want to say is in response to your secular thing.

 It is quite ironic that the Muslims now have rights in Europe which I think in history has been unparalleled. There has not been a period in history when the Muslims had so many rights in Europe, and this is not really through religion, it’s through secularism. But ironically enough, it is because of the decline of religion in the West, generally – and that is of Christianity in the main. I think part of the point of conflict is that the Muslims want to assert that religious identity, and in a very curious way, that will actually help the re-installation of the Christian identity of the West. This is my view, that the Muslims and Christians of the West have a joint concern of their religions to work together to keep religion alive at all in the West.

Bratinka: Ambassador Marie also wanted thirty seconds?

Marie: Yes. Just I should comment on what Professor Kropáček said in passing about the Muslim feeling, vis-à-vis, the cross, and I am astonished, really, about this statement because I know that Muslims have no antipathy as to the cross. We respect and we accept this symbol.

Thank you.

Bratinka: Thank you, and with this last contribution we have arrived at eleven o’clock, which is the time for coffee break. There are always two conflicting tendencies: one that enough time be allowed for people to rest and drink coffee and smoke, and another is that there are a lot of things to do. I have presided over this conflict within my soul, and I have decided that there is a compromise of twenty minutes for coffee break and smoking break, so please be kindly seated again around 11:20. Enjoy yourselves.

Break

Ellenbogen: I’d like to apologize for my late arrival. I think bodies behave in strange ways when we’ve been on the road for two weeks, so I apologize to all of you and I thank you that I can continue this morning’s discussions. 

If I’ve been well briefed, and I sure I have, we’re now in the discussion part of the morning. Is that correct? Now I have a kind of a standard rule in our procedures, and I’m not sure you’ve already explained it this morning Mr. Vice-President? Well, thank you. The implementation is that the green card means you’re on, the yellow card means you’re on warning, and the red card means I’m slowly at the point to stop you from speaking, and I hope we can all respect that. For all of us who played soccer, we know why that is. So, hopefully we won’t be throwing a ball around this room as well. I gather – I don’t believe in a particular order, so I don’t know if anyone wants to take from the comments this morning that have already been stated, members of the panel? But why don’t we go to members of the floor, and if somebody would like to start, that’s always the most difficult point. Otherwise I’ll use my right as chair to call upon you. Feedback from the floor. Yes? John Marks. Dr. Marks.

Dr. John Marks: I’d just like to ask a question – I wanted to ask the people who’d spoken this morning, who talked of the secular nature of western societies, as to whether they looked at the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights from 1948, or the European Convention on Human Rights; that these documents are much more about religious tolerance, the co-existence of different religions, and the freedom to choose or not to choose a religion or to change one’s religion. This is not a secular definition. This is a definition which recognizes reciprocity of religious freedom between one culture and another, and whether, ought we not to be emphasizing and referring to that aspect in our discussions?

Errera: May I use my lawyer’s hat to follow up on Mr. Marks… He was right to emphasize the importance of international human rights instruments. What we find in them is a legal concept, that of religious freedom. Both in the U.N. Covenant and the European Human Rights Convention. And the definition of freedom of religion that one finds in Article 9, for example, of the European Convention is very wide. It can be restricted. It is not an absolute freedom, and there is abundant case law in the court at Strasbourg on the scope of this, of such a freedom. The strong remark is the following one, of course, neither the Covenant nor the Convention prescribe that the member states should have either church and state separation, or state religion, or something else. This is entirely free, and this is my third remark; if we look at Europe there are countries where you have a state religion, and where the head of state is, in fact, the head of the state religion. The UK, England, I would say, is one, and there are people better qualified than myself here to comment on this. You have countries which have a treaty that is a cognate with the Catholic Church – with the Vatican – like Germany, Spain, Italy, and where other denominations are ruled by statutes or by special regulations. You have countries like France where you have strict state and church separation, but only for the last century. And this was after a period of trouble, it was not an easy thing. People tend to see it today as a kind of normal and peaceful solution. It is, but the way it came was different. 

Now, if we have time enough to make a parallel between the US scene and the French scene where in both countries you have state and church separation, the way it is implemented is very different; in US law it would be forbidden for the state to subsidize parochial schools as such, to pay for their teachers, to pay for their buildings whereas it is allowed in our system.

 Finally, one point. When we speak about – let us leave law aside – let us look at history; it is true that since the Renaissance – to speak briefly – western societies have been more and more secular. Each of our countries has a different way, it’s on the way to achieve that. Now, secularity, what we call laicité a word that cannot be translated anyhow in German or in English, not to mention Czech -can have different meanings. It is true that pushed to the extreme laicité can become a kind of anti-religious notion. Which leads me to mention briefly this: in religious affairs in all denominations there are fields in which the public authorities are bound to intervene: public order, non-discrimination etc. There are other fields where it cannot be indifferent. It has to help, to advise, and the distinction between the two fields is not an easy one. This is what I wanted to say.

Ellenbogen: Thank you. You just spared me that red card. Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: Yes. On this question of secular laws basically – I’m not a lawyer, but my reading of it is; it is really not the details of law we need to concentrate on, it is really at the end of the day, the political will. And for me, it’s how much lobbying power you have, how much power you have, you could employ good lawyers to interpret the law as you wish. So I think the problem of the Muslim community is not a question of law per se, it’s a question of political will. 

Going back to your question about the United Nations Convention; granting freedom of worship. The big difference is – and I think this is a difference between how the West and Islam sees the world: the western concept is what is supreme, what is sacred, in the secular discourse, it is the individual. His right to worship is one of the rights he has, or not to worship, for that matter. But it doesn’t really give the right to communities. If many individuals want to be a community, it doesn’t really recognize the Muslim community. If you want to apply – somebody during the break was accusing me of being too British, or defending the British system – this is my time to try to address that. If you are a Muslim community in Britain (until recently, when things are changing) and you want to apply for any public funding, you’re just not recognized. Although as a person, your freedom of worship is recognized, but the system only recognizes races, and ethnicities. It doesn’t recognize religious communities except the established ones. Now, this is fundamentally different to the way Muslims see themselves, and the way Muslims interpret human rights, the community rights they seek. And by the way, if you actually compare this business of secularism and religion; Latin America, if you compare their conventions on Human Rights, if you compare their discourse, their language in the fifties is very, very similar to what the Muslims say today. Community rights, duties towards your neighbor, duties towards... All these things are not in the western concept. It is the right of the individual, full stop. You have no duties towards your neighbors in law per se. And I think this is a fundamental difference between how the religious community sees human rights and secular people see human rights.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Mr. al-Khoei. Yes, I think Baroness Cox, then Professor Kropáček, then Minister Bratinka. And please just show me your hand and I’ll do my best to keep a list going. Baroness Cox, Professor Kropáček, Minister Bratinka.

Cox: Two brief points in response to Dr. Marks’s question relating to the Declaration on Human Rights.

 It was in accordance with the fundamental principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that we introduced into the United Kingdom the policies I mentioned earlier about extending the right to the Muslim community already available to the other faith communities: Roman Catholic, Anglican and Jewish have state funded Muslim schools, that right is now there on the statute book. What’s also very interesting – just in passing – and relating to this issue of secularism is that, I think you may confirm, that many Muslim families in the United Kingdom actually have chosen to send their children to Christian schools. Particularly Anglican schools, and that is because many of them want their young people to have a grounding in fundamental moral values and indeed an understanding of our cultural and spiritual heritage in the land they’ve chosen to live. Because unless you can actually understand the cultural heritage you won’t understand our art, our music, our architecture, our democracy. So, many Muslim families have sent their children to Christian schools while of course are bringing up their children in their own tradition. But I think that just highlights the importance of realizing that not everyone is going down the road of secularism. And that there is a deep commitment among the faith communities to actually maintain fundamental moral, spirit and cultural values. So it just addresses the point you made earlier, I think from a different perspective. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you Baroness Cox, Professor Kropáček?

Kropáček:  I shall put on a teacher’s hat, it is mine.

 That is to say, I will give you the titles of three books which are relevant for the topic we are discussing. The first one is concerned with the problem of very different legislations existing in the countries of the European Union regarding the positions of Muslims in their respective countries. It is a new book published this year by W.A. Shadid and P.S. van Koningsveld, editors: Religious Freedom and the Neutrality of the State: the Position of Islam in the European Union, published in Leiden in Belgium, this year 2002. It is a collected volume of detailed analyses of the legal status of the Muslims in the countries of the European Union. The main idea is that, of course, the freedom of religion is provided everywhere but by various wordings in the respective constitutions and legislations. 

Then I would like to say two things. First of all, I would like to thank Mr. al-Khoei for promising us that if we recognize Islam that will make some kind of revival. That’s not a scenario I would like to see. I’m happy to live in a secular society and I would like these things to remain right now.

 And the second thing is, I would like to describe a situation of a Czech NGO dealing with Human Rights education regarding Muslims. An NGO called People in Need has recently published a manual for high school teachers, pupils, students, on multicultural society, and part of that manual was to describe different communities that live in the Czech society. Along the lines that if we know something about each other then the problems won’t be so big. And then they describe Ukrainians, Vietnamese, and so on, and Muslims, a separate chapter for them. And at the press conference someone reacted. First of all, there are Czech Muslims, so they are not foreigners. And, second of all, this is like a religion, not an ethnical description. But on the other hand the NGO reacted: how then are we to describe Muslims? Should we describe them according to specific countries where they come from or should we emphasize the real thing that is different, and that is their religious beliefs, that according to them there is a certain behavior? And that is just to show you, because this was in co-operation with the Czech Ministry of Education and so on. This is just to show you what I really think is that, these problems with Islam are really something that is extremely provocative for Europeans, and for this European model. And not only concerning political issues. But how to deal with that, how to show that difference? Since that difference is really a religious difference, in this respect, and not the ethnical towards other communities. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you. I will disperse that question to the panel. But before –Minister Bratinka.

Bratinka: I would like to beg to differ with what al-Khoei has just said. 

The primal importance the West gives to individuality does not prevent people here from forming thousands of possible associations or cults. You know, in the United States you have millions of various associations, some of them very bizarre. But the difference is that you can form your association but you are not allowed – that’s the fundamental difference – to obliterate the right of other members of your association to opt out – that is the key fundamental difference. And in that I’m a fundamentalist. That is, I’m a fundamentalist on these issues. You are free to form an association, you are free to assume various duties beyond what others assume, but you are not allowed to forbid others to opt out. And second, I can’t understand saying that there are no duties in the western countries imposed by law or by public morality. There are thousands of duties; you have to pay taxes, you have to stop at the red light. So there are duties. There are duties to your neighbors; you should not wake them up in the night, etc, etc... Many, many duties. 

Ellenbogen: Fine. I’ll open it to the panel. Who would like to take it? Mr. al-Khoei, I assume so, and then we’ll go Ambassador Marie. Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: First of all I think you must have misheard me. I did not say that there was no right of association. As a matter of fact, we, as a Muslim organization, based in the West, basically, we managed to be a member of the United Nations ECOSOC, Economic and Social Committee, and I think thanks to our presence in the West. If we are in a Muslim country we will probably be nowhere near the United Nations. So I do not believe that the West is not allowing people – what I was trying to say: the West does not recognize communities as communities. Let me give you an example. For example, in much of the Muslim world – not all of it – in, let’s put it the liberal Muslim countries – usually Christians and Jews (sometimes Jews) – are represented  in their parliaments. Only because they are a member of this community. If it was up to the vote of people, the Muslims and Jews would not get enough votes to get one MP in parliament. In the western system you cannot do that. You have to organize yourself, lobby yourself, and get people into parliament. As it happens, in the UK, they recognize this problem and the Labour Party, and the Conservative Party put two candidates who are Muslim, who had a hope of winning the votes. And they put a couple of people in the House of Lords symbolically to say we now have Muslim representatives. But as a system, as an institutional infrastructure, these communities are not recognized as communities. They are a nuisance most of the time, and because a Muslim community has been a nuisance – to put it frankly – they have been accepted, albeit reluctantly, by some quarters, into some establishments, and not others. So they are badly under-represented in the political institutions because they are not in a community. This is point I was making. That’s all.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Mr. al-Khoei. Ambassador Marie.

Marie: Thank you Mr. Chairman. I just would like to know from you. You said there is something provocative. What did you mean by this, in which direction you meant? Thank you

Pankin: Precisely, if you want to describe a Russian, he has to declare himself in a way that he is a Russian, or something like that. Since it is not a religious designation, that means that you are not able to recognize that unless he or she declares that himself or herself, that they are what they say. But if you take into consideration the characteristics of Islam, then the way the whole day is organized (if you’re a really religious believer) then you can immediately tell that that person belongs to another religion or to another cultural stereotype. And why is that provocative? Because it requires some kind of changes in your schedule; in the way you behave, in the way you celebrate whatever you celebrate. And this is something that I would say requires (especially because this religion is taken seriously, because it is a religion that is alive, unlike Christianity, which is more or less dead), it is something that really requires another attitude. That doesn’t mean something bad. On the contrary, I think that provocation can be used in a very interesting sense to adjust or change our criteria of how to be tolerant in another way. That’s what I meant.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much. Ambassador Pankin, I wasn’t sure if you wanted to comment or you wanted to give a small presentation? 

Pankin: Yes, I want to comment and would like to present my presentation. 

I would like just to remind the audience that when we are speaking about this matter we should have in mind at least three aspects or facets of the problem as a whole: What is Europe? I will remind you that the former Soviet Union, and now Russia and the other fifteen states, new reborn independent states, belong to Europe. At least as members of the OSCE. Yes, and I believe that the sort of problem we have here in West and Central and East Europe, speaking about Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe. 

And the second facet, or aspect, of the problem is: Russia. Where we have both Russian people and Muslims. Not as newcomers, not as immigrants, and so on. But they are all at home. And how do you live together now, after all that has happened in the former Soviet Union? 

And the third aspect is about these newly independent states in Central Asia and partly in Caucasus. At least six newly independent states are Muslim by definition. And here as in Europe; in West, and East, and Central Europe, we should speak about how the Muslim minority should live together with the majority –European majority, I would say. So, in these independent states of the former Soviet Union the problem arises – a rather new problem – how to live together taking in mind the Russian minorities. Because Russians found themselves a minority in their own country. And the Muslim majority? And it is also where a lot of problems were born. I don’t think we can come to discuss the details of this situation. But I would just like to remind that all these problems exist, they’re waiting for their decision. And speaking about these Central Asian countries: for example, Russian people in the last years, at least three million people left the country because of some – I don’t think I should say, atrocity – some uncomfortable things which were done against them. So I just remind you that these problems exist, and wait for their decisions.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Ambassador Pankin. Yes, Mr. Turnau, I believe it is, correct?

Turnau: My name’s Ted Turnau, I’m a lecturer at Anglo-American College in comparative religions and cultural studies.

I’d like to address some of the assumptions that I hear among many of the lecturers – not all, be any means. But about secularism and secularization. I keep hearing this phrase: ‘the secular West.’ Given a point of fact that secularism within world history is a geographical and historical aberration – that’s the only way you can talk about it. From 1900 to the year 2000 as the world population grew so did the percentage of religious believers within the world population, from, I think, from seventy-three to seventy-five or seventy-six percent of the world, they categorize themselves as religious believers of one sort or another. So, within the West, North America and South America particularly have been among those growth areas, especially Latin America. So this idea of the secular West ought to be redefined as the the Secular Western European Aberration. That’s the first of my points. 

And along with that – we’re talking about Europe, so there ought to be a Euro-centric perspective. But along with the mindset of secularism there is certain philosophy of history inherited from the enlightenment, especially August Conte, which is: Religion is going to be a worldwide phenomena which is going to wither away as people become more rational. And in that context religion can only be seen as something threatening, something disruptive, something that is other. And so to the extent that those assumptions colour the discussion here, I find that troubling. So I just throw that out there for whoever wants to bite at it. 

Ellenbogen: That’s good. Thank you. We need to be provocative as well. Further feedback. Maybe some young people? There’s a whole group of them in front of me would like to comment. For example Mrs. Choudhury, Miss – I apologize, it’s the German in me. We don’t use Fraulein anymore, so I apologize.

Choudhury: I’ll just maybe let you know what’s going through my mind, as I’ve been listening to these discussions. 

What’s troubling me is the way the discourse is developing; the underlying assumption appears to be that this issue of Muslims in Europe is a problem. Almost everybody: speakers and commentators, have defined it as a problem as opposed to an issue, and there is a subtle difference here. If we’re going to start off from the presumption here that it is a problem, are we now debating how to make this problem go away? I guess what I want to say is, that the way that I’m seeing it is that, it’s not so much that the problem is that the other is different, but it appears to me that our inability to accept that the other is different, as opposed to that being a problem (if that makes sense).

Ellenbogen: Yes. And I think it’s a very good comment.  Thank you. Would anybody like to pick up on that; that the discussion here is defining Islam as a problem in Europe and not an issue? Yes, please.

Selma Muhic-Disdarevic: I didn’t mean it was a separate problem, part (for example) of the problem that – if you see the statistics in Czech society, then definitely you can say that Czech society is xenophobic. And there are different targets of that xenophobia. No, I mean, it’s something that was done by Czech experts, and the book is published, and so on and everything. So there are different targets. Then, if you want to fight xenophobia, you think about the specific way how to deal with these problems. And if you have different targets, as I’m saying the problem with the Vietnamese is that the reasons for xenophobia are racial, for example. Then your strategy has to be different, and when I mentioned Islam and Muslims I just wanted to say that there are some problems with this strategy especially because these problems of ethnicity and religion are interconnected, and so they need this separate strategy in dealing with them because xenophobia as such is a problem. And it really requires, as I said, different strategies. 

And I just wanted to say to you that there’s a definition of secularism I see just in the political sense. Which means that legally, religion and state are separated. I’m not, again, dealing with the problems of religious beliefs; absence or presence of them, but just the way it works in public life. Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you. Miss Choudhury, do you want to give a brief comment to that? And you should know, she has a very interesting background. A religious woman; England, Oxford. So, it’s a good mix. Please.

Choudhury: Thank you… I accept the points that you make and I think I understand a little better what it is you’re trying to say.

 The other thing I’m kind of picking up on here is it’s not just the Muslims versus non-Muslims debate it appears to be – there appears to be an emerging debate about religion versus secularism. And I’m starting to think that perhaps there should also be a discussion – and maybe this isn’t the place for it – about the identity of the West itself. It’s not just a question of Muslims in the West, but it’s also a question of whether the West is identifying itself as being a secular society or a religious society. And perhaps the questions of identity are not just related to Muslims. This is not something that had occurred to me before but…

Ellenbogen: I think that’s a good point, so let us pick up on the issue with the panel. Mr. al-Khoei. And please raise your hand again to give me a sense that you’d like to speak, and others on the panel. Yes.

al-Khoei: Well, just to answer Dr. Turnau, I do agree that due to globalization the power of religion is being constantly eroded; people are meeting up on the net – all  the stereotypes. Just allow me a few seconds to make this example, which really makes my point. I was in one of the chat rooms, and I think chat rooms are a good place to study societies. And there was this funeral; one of the people in this chat room had died, young man. And there was a funeral in this chat room. An Iranian young man died and they were – it was incredible, as women were participating, some reading poems, some reading the Koran, some reading – it was Christians participating. Some Christians said: ‘I want to read a piece of my Bible’. And this was a family in Iran. And I thought to myself: ‘God, this is the future, this is how people will interact in the future.’ They were obviously very secular, the people in that room, but they still needed spirituality to do the funeral. There was the participation of women in different forms. And I believe that this is going to be the indicator for the future. So, religious power is being eroded, but spirituality will never be eroded because religion, I think, is sustainable. Because if it wasn’t for human need to sustain religion. And I think that spirit we should carry forward. It is those secular fundamentalists who want to kill. They don’t say it in so many words, but they really have a problem with religion per se, those who cause the problem. And I think the problem will be within the West. Not between the West and Islam, it will be within the world of Islam how to sort out this future. Not between Islam and the West. And I take that point that we should not, again, make this again a Muslim problem. Actually, I think it’s challenging issues raised by the Muslim presence in Europe, but it is not a Muslim problem. And I actually believe this. 

If you ponder a bit deeper: Islam has an amazing ability to spread. And it is usually spread by the very people who want to fight it. Look at India, India spread by the Tatars, and the Tatars are the people who destroyed Baghdad.  And in a funny, curious way I detect signs in the West that many of the – OK.

Ellenbogen: I’m sorry, if I’m not rude to everybody I can’t include everybody. So I apologize, Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: I will just be thirty seconds.

  Many of the people who are now anti-West, anti-establishment, are turning to Islam for, they think – for the wrong reasons I think – but basically they think Islam is the alternative solution. And I think that’s not a healthy development for either Islam or the West.

Ellenbogen: Thank you. I think your points are good, I just would like –if everybody would try to time themselves- and I don’t have to annoy you with my bloody cards, as Boris Pankin always says. Ambassador Marie, and then Counselor Early.

Marie: Thank you. Indeed, the young lady opposite, Miss Choudhury. She made a brilliant remark in about not concentrating on the identity of Islam, but also the identity of the West. And I know – I lived in Germany for quite some time – and I know persons who are very religious. They are Christians, they are religious, but others are atheists; they don’t believe in any religion. So, the West is not one entity everywhere in Western Europe or in America. There are differences among – not only among Christians – Christians are divided into many – Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, and the like. So, we have to keep this in mind while we are discussing the Muslim issue.

Ellenbogen: Thank you. I have to constantly have to keep pointing to the microphones because otherwise we can’t tape it all. My apologies. Counselor Early.

Early: Thank you. I’m Evelyn Early, I’m the Counselor for Press and Cultural Affairs at the US Embassy. But I’m actually speaking more as a Middle East anthropologist which was my other identity for twenty years before joining the diplomatic corps. 

I’m glad that our friend from the Helsinki Commission brought up the example of the People in Need project. I think it’s an excellent, excellent example of what almost everybody has been addressing this morning. There is the Muslim religion, which is a system of devotion and belief, and there is the Muslim identity, which is an ethnic identity. These are two different things and we are conflating them and confusing them because this is what happens in everyday life. Ambassador Marie, at the very beginning, talked about how 9/11 created the Muslims as ‘other’. He was absolutely right. Then Professor Kropáček talked about how on the twelfth of September the Muslims in his Committee condemned the events of September 11. That was also right. But the two comments don’t really fit. Nor does the fact that president Bush visited the Mosque in – was it – Washington, DC, shortly after September 11 and said: ‘We’re not against Islam, Islam did not cause this…’. I think that this is a very difficult nut to crack – if People in Need had been presenting their project in the United States, unlike the Czech Republic where the Muslim population is a small minority, in the United States you would have had to deal with the Nation of Islam – which is a more or less an indigenous Muslim population, the Muslim ex-pat community, and many, many other communities and everyone would have wanted to have their identity treated slightly differently. Because it’s not just a religious issue, once you get to social discrimination and stereotypes it becomes a very complex ethnic issue. I don’t think we can ever separate the two because I think they’re intimately combined, but I think some of our differences are probably not differences because we’re simply talking about two things at once. And that’s very, very hard to do.

Ellenbogen: Thank you, Dr. Early. Other comments from – yes.

Selma Muhic-Disdarevic: I have a feeling that you are somehow imposing this religious spirituality on me. Or maybe I’m wrong. 

al-Khoei: I’m imposing this on you? I hardly know you!

Selma Muhic-Disdarevic: I can speak only for myself. Because you always mention that there is this spirituality. You talk about secular fundamentalists and so on, but isn’t the point that I can practice my spirituality with no religion at all? Do I really need surveillance from someone to practice that kind of spirituality? You mentioned it many times when you spoke about that; with this promise about Christianity rising  again together with Islam, probably are people who believe, against those who don’t believe, and so on, and so on. I’m sorry…

Ellenbogen: No, don’t be sorry. Mr. al-Khoei and then Jan Jůn. Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Koei: To be honest with you, I hardly know you. I don’t know how I can impose anything on you. No, you’re free to choose my words or not. I’m free to say what I feel is right, and you’re free to say, I never really directly contradicted you. But if you feel like I’m imposing it on you, then it means you are imposing it on me. 

Ellenbogen: But it does create an interesting question of when words impose pressure upon us – and definitions – Yes, your comments, Jan Jůn, please.

Jůn: The problem – this is a debate about education in Europe, i.e. a debate about the future of this continent.

Ellenbogen: Have you introduced yourself?

Jůn: I haven’t, I’m a member of Prague Society, and a journalist. 

The problem is that on the one hand I would wish the Europeans with their Judaeo-Christian heritage, i.e. the indigenous Europeans, to continue with their religious schools because, as many of you have mentioned, there are a number of religious schools in Europe. On the other hand I have a problem with these schools from a different point of view. The best example is Northern Ireland, out of all the examples which haven’t been mentioned yet. As you know in Northern Ireland there has been historical enmity between the Catholic and Protestant groups and only very recently they have established so-called co-educational schools. There is only 5% of these co-educational schools working at the moment in Northern Ireland. But already children from those schools understand each other, don’t hate and don’t fear each other. So, my problem is; which way does Europe go? That also includes this additional – not a problem, but an issue – on top of all this, come the Muslims. So, do we go the way of religious schools, and into what extent would the state, as the supreme legal authority, have a right to impose its will on those schools and check that the curriculum is as it should be: or do we go the other way? That’s my question to everybody. 

Ellenbogen: All right. Who would like to start with us on this panel? Fine, Baroness Cox.

Cox: Thank you. As it was I who introduced this focus discussion on religious schools with particular reference given the context before us, on allowing the state funding of Muslim schools in the United Kingdom. This obviously raises the bottom line issue of whether or not every school is a state school and is identical in terms of national curriculum, accountability, and a uniform system of education. Or whether there’s diversity, choice, and pluralism within the educational system.  Well, you can choose which way you want to go. One of the advantages of the liberal democracies of the West is that we have choice. We can decide which particular sort of policies, with regard to education, we wish to pursue. I made the British situation absolutely clear that historically we had a system which had been with us for a long time; of the right for people to send their children to schools which respect particular faith traditions. And historically they were Roman Catholic, Anglican and Jewish. They’ve now been extended to other faith communities. I may say not the – excuse me – Muslim communities. But we have an enormous diversity of different kinds of schools; we have Rudolph Steiner schools, we have schools which reflect people’s fundamental values. That was the way the United Kingdom chose to go, and it’s something that I personally believe in because I do believe in the importance of education as transmitting fundamental values, and cultural traditions, and if that’s what parents choose then that, I think, is a fundamental right, and it does fit with the Universal Declaration – UN Commission of Human Rights etc. So that’s our framework. 

You raise the question of Northern Ireland and obviously there is the issue of conflict-riddled communities and whether or not differentiated schools may promote misunderstandings. And may, if you like, fuel negative perceptions, and therefore perpetuate negative stereotypes and conflict. As you rightly say; now the situation is changing in Northern Ireland to introduce secular schools or state schools, which are not religiously affiliated schools. So that is one way forward, which is in response to one aspect of that. May I just say that I think the situation in Northern Ireland is actually infinitely much more complex. Part of my family comes from Northern Ireland, and a great majority of the citizens in Northern Ireland are not locked in a deadly conflict or hatred of the other communities. The vast majority of Northern Ireland citizens actually live together very peaceably, and have mutual respect. The conflict in Northern Ireland is a minority conflict with its own agenda, and sadly dominates the perception of Northern Ireland, but that fact that there have been different schools has not – reflecting different faith traditions – has not, I believe, been the cause of that conflict; insofar as it may have had some contributory role in generating different perceptions, that is being addressed. But mainly the churches themselves and the church schools go out of their way to adopt policies, to promote understanding, and tolerance rather than perpetuating that conflict. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you. Other members of the panel? Yes, Ambassador Marie.

Marie: Thank you Mr. Chairman. We are speaking now about different systems of education. But also within the same schools – the syllabus in some schools and country, indeed, we have to know this, speak about Muslims in a negative way, which puts them in a negative picture as to other students of the same country. So we have to look into this aspect as well and see how syllabuses about different ethnic or religious denominations can be freed from such notions. Thank you

Ellenbogen: Thank you, Ambassador Marie. Yes, Mr. al-Khoei?

al-Khoei: I’m sorry, I feel I’ve spoken too much, and I will only speak if there is no other person who wants to speak from now on. 

Ellenbogen: Well, so far I haven’t been doing a very good job of integrating the people around the table, I’ll do a better job when you’re done; but please continue.

al-Khoei: Well, just because this discussion is about schools and education I’d like to say a few words on that. 

I agree with what Baroness Cox said earlier.  I spend a lot of my time writing letters for Muslim families saying – to Christian schools – saying please, please find a space for them. There is quite a lot of demand. Which actually indicates that the Muslims are not afraid of conversion. Neither are the Christian schools trying to convert Muslims. It is basically giving that more spiritual ethos which many, many Muslims and others demand. And after all, if I speak in a secular language, it is a free market. If there was no need for these schools there would not be so many parents running after them, so we must allow the free market to operate. But having said that, I think there is a genuine concern that some of these schools could develop a siege mentality among their children, and they become not really acquainted with the outside world, they become really very isolated. And there is a – in my view – there is a potential for many Muslim schools to go that way. But I think the way you combat that is not by saying on ideological grounds: we don’t want you, but actually co-opt them. When you give them the funding you have so much power over what they teach, how they teach it – the inspectors – so they become part of a system. They become part of the established order. They feel included in the decision-making. So you really combat a lot of the stereotypes that the ambassador was talking about by including them; making them co-operate on many levels. 

Now, having said that, I think we have to also recognize that the Muslims – I can only speak about my own – we have had many projects; for example, we had a football competition between our school and a Jewish school. And the way we did it was to divide each team into half. So whoever wins or loses, it is not one of the religions who has lost or won. So it’s half/half. And that kind of early interaction between religious schools, between schools, we can have it in secular schools, we can have it in any other school. It is really, I think, are the way you make friendship at a very early stage. The point also I was trying to make is the potential of these schools to be funded by overseas governments and to have a particular narrow interpretation of a particular faith; in the case that we’re discussing Islam. This is the source of much of the problem. But if you include these systems in the system you will be doing well; a good investment, I think. You’ve done well with your Bill, I think. 

Ellengogen: Thank you. Ambassador Pankin.

Pankin: There has already been a lot of talk about details, even substantial details. Maybe we have gone farther than necessary. My I try to return your attention to some basics?

 I would like to remind you that we are living in the epoch of globalization. And you know, globalization does not only mean rapid flow of capital and accelerated technical development. It also implies a greater freedom of movement for individuals across national borders. What we are facing now, I’m sure, is the beginning of the second great migration of people, with the first one in the earlier centuries of the common era. And it is not just, or mostly, religious reasons that prompt people to go and to leave their own country. It is mostly poverty, famine, political and ideological oppression which leads to people to lead their better way of communication. These people that see their position collapsing when they find themselves in a new country. And in this case I would like to tell you the story of one of friend of mine in Sweden where I’m currently residing. 

She is a former Iranian refugee and now a Swedish citizen and writer – she spoke before an international forum in Rhodes three years ago. And there’s a problem usually arising due to the fact that you as an adult have a job and social identity in your own country before you have had to leave. Can you imagine what humiliation it means when you suddenly discover that you are not good at anything? That all your work experience is worth nothing? Who cares about your university degree, which is in most cases is non-European. It is a kind of social degradation. You feel you are a child again and can easily lose your self-respect. It is the personal story which tell us that we should embrace all the aspects of the problem. And before we start thinking about some religious nuances we should think about the possibility to make everything necessary for people who left their country because of atrocities and some other terrible things over there.

 And the last remark that usually – I don’t know why, if it is right or wrong – but immigrants sounds like a synonym for Muslims. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Interesting. Yes, Professor Kropáček, then Minister Bratinka, then Mr. Tomáš.

Kropáček:  Just a very brief remark concerning the discussion on the educational establishment with religious schools.

 I don’t see any problem – I don’t see a great problem in this field. Really, according to Czech experience, the children from Muslim families have various opportunities and it’s up to their parents to decide where they wish their children to study. Either they may choose a state school or they may choose a school which is run by the Bishopric. Or, if they prefer, their can children be educated in Arabic, there are school run by the embassies; the Libyan Embassy, or the Egyptian Embassy if I’m not mistaken. And if they wish that the child will study in French, there is a French lycée. There is an English College, but of course they have to pay for it. Anyway, there is a large choice and I think that the language of instruction is a more important consideration than the religion. Just to give you an example from another side. The greatest ethnic minority in the Czech Republic is the Slovaks. But they don’t have their own schools because their parents do not wish to send them to specific Slovak schools. They prefer that their children study in Czech.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much. Yes, first Bratinka, then Tomáš, then Bodansky.

Bratinka: I would like thank our colleague for clarifying what he meant by community recognizing community. But that’s exactly the problem. Once you give communities collective rights to the extent that they even have a right to have there own representative in the parliament - and one could by the way ask whether he would belong to the right or left on thousands of issues which parliaments debate - but that would open the way to fragmentation of the country along thousands of fault lines. And you end up with a parliament where there would be several hundred representatives of various minorities, but none representing the majority of the country, or the people of the country. And this is a recipe for disaster, for the disintegration of countries. 

As far as secularism is concerned, I would like simply just to say that secularism means that there is a public space where important issues are debated. Where speakers of religions can have their say, but they are not the only ones, and finally, they don’t have the final say. That is the simple difference. Whereas with communities which are non-secular it’s the other way around. So, there are communities where you can build whatever building – religious building – you want, you can make whatever religious statements you want, and you leave public space unharmed. And there are  communities where this is not possible. It’s as simple as that and if these arrangements are an aberration, a historical aberration, then let me remind you that almost everything we use is a historical aberration; electricity is historical aberration. So we should stop using it? 

Ellenbogen: Thank you. I’ll let you have your feedback – but let my try to integrate some people first, Mr. al-Khoei; Jindřich Tomáš and then Professor Bodansky, and then Mr. al-Khoei. Other hands that I haven’t seen? My apologies. Please.

Deputy Minister Jindřich Tomáš: I would like to ask Mr. Pankin a question: do  you still – in Russia as it is right now – do you still have a very large native Muslim population?

Tomáš: Russia still has a large Muslim population – native one, if you can take, for instance, Volga Tartar as a native population, which I believe it is. And there are other national minorities in current Russia – I’m not just talking about the Soviet Union – which is Muslim beliefs. How do you manage this kind of diversity, in one state, without falling apart?

Ellenbogen: Thank you. That was former Deputy Minister Jindřich Tomáš, now Senior Advisor to the Speaker of Parliament. Before I get feedback, is yours related to comments from Ambassador Pankin, Professor Bodansky? Let me just get them, hirty seconds feedback then we’ll get to you Mr. al-Khoei, Ambassador Pankin, did you want to comment on those?

Pankin: Yes, in general I don’t any problems. In present Russia, whose population is about one-hundred forty-five million, there are about twenty million Muslims by definition; at least ethnic Muslims. Moreover, it so happens that it is not everybody that would like to identify themselves with this or that worship. But according to statistics it is more than twenty million. And there are at least seven so-called autonomous republics within Russia, which are named under their title ‘nation’, I would say which are Muslim as well by definition. Volga, you have mentioned, and so on, and in the Caucasus as well; the Chechen Republic, Daghistan Republic and so on. And in general there are not any problems according to the law, for example, unlike the previous times when the religion was oppressed. Now first it was in 1990, the then rather liberal – still under Gorbachev – when the rather liberal law was accepted by the then Supreme Soviet. It is a freedom of conscience and association. And would you speak about the Orthodox Christian church, or would you speak about Buddhism, or would you speak about Islam... The movement was rising. And for example, I read it recently, if you will address such a Republic – Daghistan! – very close to Chechnya, actually frontline republics you know. So before the October Revolution they have around two thousand mosques. During the Soviet period, even in 1986 after perestroika, they had twenty-seven Mosques; now they have one thousand five hundred Mosques, and everybody absolutely free from point of view of law, regulations, instruction and so on, can do what he would like. But at the same time, again, because of some extreme politicians, bureaucrats, and even religious people there a lot of clashes between people. And the situation has been worsening after September 11 when the impression was that there was a clash between civilizations. This impression is getting stronger and stronger. And we have a lot of examples of violence, violations and extremist attacks from both sides. You can hear that Russia is for Russians, and at the same time ‘Russian go home’.

Ellenbogen: Thank you, Ambassador Pankin. Mr. al Khoei?

al-Khoei. Yes, in response to clarification asked by Mr. Bratinka. 

I was merely explaining the difference. I was not advocating by any means that the western system should appoint people in parliament based on communities. I think every system should run its course and should find the best solution it can find within its own system. You cannot change a whole system. But what I would say in response to what you say – I have a lot of trust in the democratic liberal secular system. I think it is my solution, as a minority in the West – as a Muslim minority – I think if it was a religious system anywhere else, as it is in Greece, I will be suffering more. So I have no problem with the secular system because it is serving my purposes quite well. 

Now what I have a problem with is that within that secular system you must always find the room – if the secular system starts not to operate, it means there is something wrong in the system. It means – this is the problem with many Muslim fundamentalists – they feel weak, they feel Islamic civilization has gone. And this they always react to. They always don’t want somebody. They always reject it. And I feel the same thing is happening within the West. The cracks seem to be appearing, in the western democratic system which has always prided itself with being to be able to handle minorities well. And it is really the new measures, albeit symbolic and small, all these anti-terrorism measures and the rest of it which seems to me – I come from Iraq where Saddam Hussein is, and some of the language used in the western discourse today not dissimilar to what Saddam Hussein used when I left Iraq: national security, the national interest, we have to take extra judicial measures to combat, etc. And these cracks are appearing in the western democratic systems, and in the western democratic system, when you have a problem you tackle it. The way you tackle it is not by saying the problem doesn’t exist, but by doing what I call positive discrimination to address the balance. And the positive discrimination is not just for the Muslims, it happens to women. Women have many, many, many, places they are discriminated against. So there are laws and regulations which positively discriminate for women, to put them in their rightful place. It happened in the black community in Brixton when we had riots in Brixton, there was an inquiry in the government, and I saw black faces appearing on British television, and things changed. Now I think the same should apply for the Muslim community. I’m not saying that they should have special privileges or that – there are two million Muslims, by the way, not one point three, this is official now – and there is not a single member represented. Then you put a couple in the House of Lords, to just symbolically recognize them, to make them feel included. This is all I said. Not that you should change your system to make it look like the Muslim system.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much Mr. al-Khoei. Boris, a brief comment? 

Pankin: Just one more example, or as a picture to what I was trying to say answering your question, Mr. Tomáš. Just to show how these rather artificial clashes arise. For example, according to recent government decree: a woman, a Muslim woman, could not wear her headscarf in the photograph for ID. When they heard about it they launched an unprecedented court case, while in the Republic President Putin dismissed this centuries-old Islamic tradition as nothing more than a fashion. Maybe he may have got good advice, I don’t know why. ‘There must be national standards for passports’, he said. ‘For a Muslim women, this is like telling us to go outside without pants’, said one of the females. Thus for Russia’s estimated twenty-six million Muslims the matter of the headscarf had become a symbol of their human rights, even if it is actually not.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Ambassador Pankin. Just a brief comment; there was a court case that was just decided this weekend in Germany where a Turkish woman who was religious was wearing her scarf and was fired by her company – no, they didn’t fire her, they told her she couldn’t wear her scarf. She challenged it in court and the court upheld her right – her right – to follow her religious prescript. So, even within a complicated place like Germany, and with our history or mixed history I think there are some marginal steps. And I do think we should address this issue later – and I agree with you that secular society – and I won’t often speak, but it is hard to sit and listen to everybody, and then not to be able to say something. I think secular society or democratic society in most cases does try to promote integration and interaction. My concern is in societies that aren’t that way, in which people who are different are therefore not permitted to practice their way. And I think that does create some conflict outside our society. So, I think that this question of secular versus religion versus democratic versus free-markets does become an issue in this whole discussion as well, by the way. Yes, Professor Bodansky.

Bodansky: I’d like to return to the education issue. 

The problem that we have is not, I think, religious school in the Muslim context or no religious school, but the curriculum in a small minority – a small percentage of the Muslim religious schools. And that is those who stress the most extremist hostile interpretation of the Koran of society, and far more important, is called technical and scientific studies. Because it’s not whether it’s the right of a family to send a son or daughter to study in these schools but the result of what’s going to happen with the graduate, because they are coming out of that school system into a rather western society – sophisticated western society – and they find themselves somewhere between the fringes and completely outside the work market, the social market. Hostility grows and you have the beginning of a cesspool that constitutes eventually a security threat to the western government, with all of its multiple diverse population. And the question is: does government have the right to intervene in that process, and make sure at the end, the end products of these schools do not threaten society? Or does it – in the name of multi-culturalism or freedom – just raise its hands and let the process continue?

Ellenbogen: Thank you. Frank Forrest.

Frank Forrest: Frank Forrest, with The New Presence magazine. 

As we’re talking about these ideas of secularization and religious societies, I think that something we need to keep in mind are the reasons why people are coming in such numbers to Europe, apart from those that are fleeing wars or some sort of persecution, they’re coming for the opportunities, be they economic or political. And consciously or not there’s an acceptance there of the secular society. I think on both sides those of us in the West may look at some of these ideas such as: whether or not to wear a scarf, certain rights within certain schools, has perhaps been a slippery slope towards something that could be implemented within our own communities that we would not want. But we do in the West need to ask ourselves why would someone leaving a certain regime try to establish it in a different place? And also for those people that are coming here – that maybe become radicalized – the same point: why would someone be leaving a certain society where they knew there were not freedoms that they were desiring and that is why they immigrated only to try to implement something in their new adopted country?

Ellenbogen: Thank you, Frank Forrest. Comments to that point? People leaving societies because they’re trying to practice religious freedom or to join new systems. Young people, I always like to hear young people. Here, this young gentleman right in front of me, he probably has something to say – with the gray suit. Let’s hear what he’s thinking about as we are talking about this.

Fiman: Hello, my name is Fiman – Peter Fiman. I’m glad that I can be here and listen to this discussion, but I’m still waiting for something really exciting and challenging because I was thinking about making one comment that will be related to what this lady said before we had the break.

Ellenbogen: Miss Choudhury, I believe. 

Fiman: Yes. I was going to say one thing; that once we consider Muslims and gypsies and all other people as different from us, we are creating the ‘outgroup homogeneity effect’. Which means that if you consider somebody different from you, you are likely to develop a prejudice against them. And if we could somehow remove this outgroup effect, I think there would be a change in the attitude of the people towards maybe Muslims. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you. And that’s very good feedback. You know the fact is that unfortunately building bridges and doing things like we’re doing in this room aren’t always exciting. But when you take the information that we put together, and you take the feedback that we get, you can do something with it. So I know we don’t have a lot of cheerleaders running around here, but I’ll do my best to make it more exciting. And I appreciate your comments. Other feedback about this particular issue? Yes, Mr. Turnau, and then Dr. Day.

Turnau: I just wanted to respond to your comment.

The alternative to recognizing differences within society is another sort of homogenous effect. That we’re all just Czechs, we’re all just Americans. And from my own personal experience, I come from America. I come from immigrant roots but my cultural memory goes back about two generations. So I have no idea – I know the national groups, I’m Irish, maybe German, maybe English, maybe Czech, I don’t know – I’m just kind of euro-mud and I have no cultural identity because of a very specific American immigration policy which aimed at assimilation. You are going to become anglicized, you are going to become one of us. And that includes a stripping away of cultural identity. So this leads into a response for Mr. Bratinka. 

When I was talking and railing against secularization as cultural aberration, I had in mind a worldview that was exclusivistic. Rather than what I think Mr. Bratinka was arguing for, which I would call a ‘democratic pluralism’. That is a public space that is open to all faiths, including the secular one, where inter-religious dialogue can take place without anybody censoring or cutting down – cutting off anybody else at the knees. So that, I think, is a heritage within the West that needs to be preserved and needs to be cherished. But when the public square becomes: ‘This is some place where religion is dangerous we can’t let those voices be heard’, that’s what I was thinking of when I was talking about secularism. It’s another kind of assimilation.

Ellenbogen: Thank you. Dr. Barbara Day, and then Baroness Cox.

Day: Yes, I would like to challenge Mr. Fiman, and with respect to our French colleagues here say vivre les differences. Because I see it as adding great richness to society, and having lived here under the period of Communism, the terrible thing then was the deadening, the leveling, the trying to make everyone the same. I don’t know if this is what Mr. Turnau – I think it’s something rather different in America maybe – but I don’t want to express an opinion on that. But I think what is very important is to know that other people have different beliefs, different traditions, different cultures. And then through knowing those, and understanding those, to learn how to live together – but at the same time realize, that in society there are also other elements who maybe have values which are damaging, which are dangerous to that society, and knowing those as well and knowing how to distinguish between them.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Barbara Day. Baroness Cox?

Cox: Thank you. I would like to come back to Yossef Bodansky’s point and address it. From the point of view of realpolitik.

 One of the most fundamental reasons for promoting different kinds of schools in the United Kingdom, including faith community schools, was as I’ve said: to respect the rights of those communities. But also in terms of realpolitik, what it does is, it brings all those schools into the arena of accountability; particularly accountability in terms of curriculum and attitudes and values. And just to take an example, if I can, from outside Europe from one moment, and then bring it back to Europe. I was in Indonesia recently and there was a very interesting article in the Indonesian newspapers, the Jakarta Post, written obviously by a Muslim who was deeply concerned about the growth of pesantren, of the much more limited and fanatical Islamist schools in Indonesia, and encouraging Indonesia to enhance the appeal of its state schools. To limit the number of children being sent to the pesantren where they get this very, very diminished curriculum and a very value-laden kind of ideology, and in fact the article ended with saying how important it is not to generate a little Taliban through our school system. To bring us back to Europe – and to pick up a point from Barbara Day – yes, I think there is a real problem, that some of the more, if you like, ghetto kind of schools may generate attitudes and values which are antithetical to the values of liberal democracy and freedom. And it raises a very real issue – which I think will come up in this afternoon’s discussions - of how to protect liberal democracies with the freedoms which they should enshrine against attacks by those who would use and abuse those freedoms to destroy the democracies and the freedoms which they themselves are benefiting from. And that is one aspect within the education system which I think Yossef Bodansky has touched on very usefully. But it is an issue which I think we need to be aware of.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much Baroness Cox. Mr. al-Khoei?

al-khoei: Just as an organization which runs schools – Muslim schools – in New York, Toronto, and London. I’d like to actually fill you in with some information. 

Basically there is no time in any school for too much religion. The National Curriculum takes up all the time. So all we have to do is go around it a bit. The National Curriculum in Britain allows you English, a European language, and a third language. The third language we choose is Arabic. That means the children get very little Arabic, maybe one hour of Arabic a week. That’s all they get. In terms of religious education and sex education, these are the only two subjects in which we are allowed to cater for our needs. Again, religious education has to teach all religions, but in our case the main religion will be Islam rather than Christianity. But we have to teach Christianity and Judaism and the rest of it in order for our children to succeed. The sex education we do slightly differently, because of the particular needs of our community, we do not show the condom and the rest of it. We do it by different means. Now, it means people’s concept of an Islamic school is all twisted. They think it teaches only Arabic and the Koran and the rest of it. No. Because if you want results – if you want what we call GCSE results – I have to tell you: there are two Muslim schools in my borough – three actually – I don’t know much about the third one because it’s quite new. The two we have, we are always at the top of the league in Brent; it means, our results are always the best. Always, every year, with no exception. There is a Hindu school which is sometimes second – I mean, the three religious schools are always the best. Now, that to me indicates that the children, they do have their needs addressed properly, we are not isolating them from the rest of society because, as the baroness said, we have to follow the system. The problem is those schools which are not regulated. And there are not many of them. These schools are funded by outside countries. They go to ghettoes, they go to streets. If you compare our results, they are always the top. And we had this year a young lady (who happens to be my cousin) who’s got the top marks in the country. She’s got twelve GCSE As; she’s quite outstanding: A-pluses, eleven A-pluses, and one A. Now this contrasts with the performance of Muslim children in inner cities: in Birmingham, London and the rest, always underdevelopment – always Muslim underdevelopment. Which means the needs of these children are not being addressed. Which means these children are vulnerable to outside pressures who have money, who have influence, who come and tell them, ‘We will give you…’ –  I’ve seen it with my own eyes, they come and say: ‘ we will give you a grant to come and study in country X’ – I don’t like to name the country – ‘and you come and study in this place for three years. Free of charge, free flight, you come to Britain twice a year….’ I mean, if I was that young man I would take that offer, because I have no job. I have no hope. Then I go there and study religion in a twisted manner and I come back and try to promote intolerant Islam. 

This is really the point I’m trying to make. It is not an argument over whether religious schools are good or bad. It is an argument whether you address the needs of the community, and don’t let outside forces grab those angry young children from you, because, let’s face it, there is a schizophrenia in the Muslim community. You deal with one thing, with something, at home and when you go to school it’s a completely different thing. And then you develop this dual identity and you are confused, and at the end of the day people tend to the identity at home, which is Islam. And we need to take that risk away from people, we need to make them feel included. And this is really the crux of the problem with Muslim education. For me, it’s not even Halal food or whatever. It is to make the Muslim children feel respected and included and they are part of the system. And all this underachievement which we have – the Muslim community underachieves in a big way, in inner city areas. All the Bradford riots – it is a result of this. So I’m arguing that our results show that Muslim schools, if they do it properly, they are the best. They are not any different to Christian schools or Jewish schools.

Ellenbogen: Yes. Justice Errera, my apologies please.

Errera: Thank you Mr. Chairmen. Since we are discussing education let me give you some of the practical issues we addressed in our report about – what I would call – what are the limits of accommodation to the needs of people in certain denomination in a state school.

 Three items: clothing, food, and the allocation of time. I discussed clothing already this morning with the issue of the scarf which – the answer is yes. It is perfectly compatible with the principle of secularity unless it openly and obviously disturbs public order in state schools. What about food? A highly important issue for symbolic and material need. It is a fact now that most state schools, when the students have lunch on the spot, there are always meals without pork, to accommodate the needs of the Jewish and Muslim students. In some cases there has been a communication to impose on the school, which runs the cafeteria, the presence of Halal food. This was refused, both on principle and on practical grounds. What about time: the organization of time? There is a curriculum; each day is divided into several lessons, as in all schools. Now, I quoted an instruction by the minister allowing civil servants, including of course the teachers, to take a leave of absence during the days of the main religious holidays. And the circular lists the main holidays for the Jews and for the Muslims. Including the fact that in the Muslim calendar they begin on the eve. So, this shows you the very practical and liberal aspects of accommodation in public institution in the state of the strict separation of school and church. What about Ramadan, which is to begin soon? Pupils are not excused during Ramadan, it would obviously cause disruption. So they’re allowed, in certain schools, to break Ramadan by discreetly eating something during the classes. Here we have a need for accommodation. What has been refused by school authorities is, of course, the refusal by Muslim parents for girls to attend gymnastics, or swimming exercise with boys. All state schools are co-educational now. If you want your children to attend a non-co-educational school you have to choose a private school and not a state one. So, absence will not be excused. The same, if I may contend, of a certain course: history or biology, since this is part of the compulsory curriculum, there is no choice in this matter. So, these are concrete examples of the need for accommodation and of its limits. Obviously, any state institution, whether it is a hospital or a school or a prison cannot at every minute accommodate all the needs of a particular community, on practical grounds as well as on grounds of principle. But in our country we have been able – even in such sensitive fields as education – to go very, very far in that direction because I think that these are the basic requirements of freedom of conscience, freedom of religion, and the prohibition of discrimination. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much. We will, this afternoon have the political/sociological discussion. I know on the list I have Ambassador Pankin, Baroness Cox, Professor Bodansky, Ambassador Marie. I hope that’s right. But let me just say one thing: 

You know, it is sometimes hard to make issues that are as complicated as this sexy and exciting. But let me tell you something about my own background: I come from a family where I have a brother who’s Catholic, I have a brother who converted to Protestantism, a brother who converted to Judaism, and I have a sister in law who’s Muslim. So, when you’re talking about these issues, I’m living it. And the conflicts we’ve gone through – never mind that I was born and raised in Germany, grew up in Toronto, and carry a US passport, and live in Prague. We’ll get to that this afternoon. But my point is: these are complicated and important issues. They’re especially important for the next generation. We live them as people in sometimes religious communities, sometimes secular, so we’ll move this to a more energetic discussion this afternoon which nonetheless will be important. 

Afternoon

Ellenbogen:  A small group worked on a possibility of a statement at the end which is not a collective statement but could be signed by individuals. It will go around. There is feedback coming back at this moment about it. So, it isn’t an end statement in that form that you’re getting. See it as a brainstorming. And then we’ll get to it at the end. 

We will have presentations now from Baroness Cox and Dr. John Marks, then from Professor Bodansky, Ambassador Marie, and I hope I’m not forgetting anybody – yes, I am indeed, I’m hearing voices from the right. Deputy Minister Tomáš.  Fifteen minutes behind time, nonetheless we have a tea break at 16:15 hours, then we have a summing up and the guidelines for the future which will be handed out as feedback, and we’ll se what we can do with that. Then closing remarks by the Vice-President and myself and then we’ll see whether the press wants to talk to us at that time or not. Having said that, Baroness Cox, Deputy Speaker of the House of Lords and Dr. John Marks, the Chairman of the Educational Research Trust. Ambassador Pankin had felt that he expressed most of his comments during the educational and cultural part. Baroness Cox.

Cox: Thank you so much for giving us this opportunity. I’m going to present our short presentation, but it is really a joint presentation with my colleague Dr. John Marks, but it’s less disruptive if one person presents the initial thoughts. We’ll both be dealing with any questions. 

A very important point was made this morning by our friend down there, to say that it’s essential that the Muslim populations of Europe are seen not as a problem but as an issue.  But this afternoon in this session, I’m speaking as a sociologist – there is a famous sociologist who said that: ‘Insofar as people define a situation as real, it is real in its consequences.’ And I think that sociologically it might be helpful this afternoon to look at some of those aspects relating to the topics in front of us which are actually identified as problems, to speak very honestly together as friends who share the same fundamental concerns. And I hope to attain some reassurance and some clarification and understanding from our Muslim colleagues in helping us to address those issues which are very often, at the moment in the West, seen as problems. And we would very much look forward to hearing, as I say, the clarification from our Muslim colleagues. So inevitably we’re going to touch on areas which may be seen to be provocative but that’s how it is. And that’s why we’re here to discuss and understand and learn from each other to put the record straight. Before I begin anything may I emphasize a fundamental caveat and that is – and again, everything we stand with is open to correction and we’re here to learn – but John and I would make a de facto distinction between the religion of Islam together with the vast majority of the moderate Muslims who live in our own countries and worldwide, and contrast that with militant Islamism or that ideology of Islamism: militancy. I think it’s very important we do this in order to prevent the development of Islamophobia and the backlash against that vast majority of peaceable, law-abiding Muslims who do live in our midst.  Because unless we are seen to make some distinction of this kind, and to take the threat of militant Islamism seriously, there will be a backlash, because non-Muslims will respond in fear to the terrorist activities of extremists. And as we all know, fear blurs distinctions, and it encourages indiscriminate and irrational responses. So we really do need to be thinking how we can address this challenge. May I emphasize again, the enormous respect we have for the peaceful majority of Muslim communities and also for those Islamic nations which do allow, and indeed, enshrine the principle of a central human right to all their citizens, including religious liberty. I’ve been quite regularly, quite frequently, in Indonesia, where tolerance and respect for religious, cultural, and ethnic diversity is built into the constitution. One can’t give examples of Islamic countries from within Europe. But we can highlight perhaps the defining characteristics of western societies as they have traditionally developed as a basis for comparison.

 So the first of our concerns which we need to address, I think, is the problems perceived of growing extremism – which we may call Islamist, the ideology rather than the religion – abroad, associated with some of the wars in the world today. For example, Sudan; I’ve done a great deal of work also in Sudan, and Indonesia I’ve mentioned, and conflicts in northern Nigeria. They do impact, obviously, on European societies, although they’re not within European societies.

The very challenging problems within western societies – and here I speak from a British experience – the tragically well documented training of Islamic militants within the UK, both to carry out attacks in Britain and exporting terrorism abroad. Just one example of this was a very powerful and a very disturbing film Kill or Be Killed shown on British Television (Channel 4 Dispatches) on August 8 1999 of two of our leading Islamist leaders teaching, in this film, a large group of students how to use large nets primed with explosives to bring down an aircraft coming into one of Britain's airports. Then it moves to an expert on weapons. He says: ‘Is this a crazy idea or is it for real?’ and the expert says: ‘It’s perfectly possible.’ Then what’s particularly disturbing for all of us; moving back to this film, it shows these leaders addressing this quite large group of new recruits and saying: ‘But that’s not important, anyone can do that. Every one of you must go away and think of a similar terrorist tactic because we’re fighting in this country and it’s a question of kill or be killed.’ And that’s been shown on British television, so it’s in people’s minds.  So it is a reality we need to address – about which we need to reassure our public.

  But there have also been other examples of cause for concern: for example, those terrorists who were arrested in Yemen, who were trained in Britain. And I understand the only reason they were arrested was because coming from Britain they drove on the left hand side of the road, and went round a roundabout the wrong way and got into trouble. But they were trained in Britain. Richard Reid, of course, the guy who was on United Airlines with the explosive in his shoes. These are going to cause concern amongst the British public. We can’t deny this. Together with a fear that there may well be a growing number of people who are not committed to western values.  And those who are teaching them; who are using the freedoms of western societies ultimately to try to destroy those freedoms and the societies which enshrine them. So these are causes for concern which I think we must be realistic about if we want genuinely to understand each other and take matters forward together as friends. 

Very briefly before I finish. The underlying political and sociological issues. And I put these as questions to which I genuinely want to learn the answers, not putting them forward to be provocative. First: is there a question of compatibility or conflict of values between those generally underpinning the traditions of western societies such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and those embodied in the Islamic Charter of Human Rights, where all rights are subjected to Sharia law? Which brings me to the second issue: The significance of Sharia law and its values in relation to those of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: for example, with reference to women’s rights. The death penalty for apostacy and blasphemy. What are the implications for these different value systems, for developments within western societies? I’m not for a moment denying the rights of Islamic nations to develop their own codes of practice. But what are the implications of the relationships between these or for those of use who live in western societies? And then following from that: compatibility or conflict between the fundamental theological, philosophical, and epistemological values of western societies originally rooted in ancient Greece, developing over the centuries for the general basis in Judaeo-Christian values; with various aberrations such as the Inquisition, and others we could identify – but a general development – and the values underpinning Islam based on the Koran and the principle of abrogation? 

So to move from those issues – and I’m sorry to raise what are challenging issues – but we do need to address them if we are to really operate at the level of understanding each other and diffusing fears. The hopes and fears for the future.

 Islam has demonstrated its capacity for religious tolerance. And Muslims, the vast majority of them, have demonstrated their ability to live peacefully in western society, making – and I emphasize – valuable and valued contributions in many sphere’s; professional, political, moral, personal. Islamic nations, such as Indonesia have demonstrated a commitment to values compatible with those of western societies such as respect for religious liberty and cultural diversity. But there are these areas of conflict and concern. International conflicts such as those in Sudan – I’ve mentioned – where more extremist Muslims are actually fighting, not only Christians, but also moderate Muslims. And many moderate Muslims, many of my good friends in Sudan, many moderate Muslims in other parts of Sudan are suffering at the hands of an extremist regime.

 And another issue is one of symmetry of values. Countries such as Saudi Arabia, where there is no commitment to the principle of religious liberty, and hence a massive asymmetry of values as between countries such as that and western societies. And that asymmetry is seen to be magnified by many people when the leaders of those countries, such as Saudi Arabia, use the freedoms of western society to promote their own value systems within our societies where it may ultimately prove to be undermining or incompatible with – or even destructive of – the values of western societies which give them those freedoms in the first place. So these are real issues confronting those of us who live in European societies. And I do think it will be very helpful to have reassurance. So I finish with just posing what seem to us to be two challenges.

 The challenge first for western societies – or European societies rather, as that’s the focus of this conference – to develop ways of protecting the principles and institutions of liberal democracy against those within them, the extremists, who would use them to destroy those values and freedoms, or to change them so radically that their essence would be destroyed. And how we do so in ways in which we don’t lose our own commitments to our own values of liberal democracy, of pluralism, tolerance and so on. It’s a big challenge, I think for European societies. And secondly, for Islam itself: to consider how to respond to the militant extremists who are threatening western societies in ways which I’m afraid have been demonstrated. And maybe doing so in ways which could be said to be consistent for the theological, epistemological, and moral tenets of the Koran, or various interpretations of the Koran. I conclude by emphasizing unless these challenges are addressed in ways –amongst all of us – which are sensitive, positive and realistic; the sociological and political challenges confronting European nations may generate conflicts which could have tragic outcomes for Muslims and non-Muslims alike. There is thus an urgent need to promote mutual understanding and to devise policies which can build on inter-communal harmony and mutual respect which currently exist, and on which all our peaceful futures depend. 

Thank you Chairman.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Baroness Cox. Thank you Dr. Marks. 

From here we will go to Ambassador Marie, then Professor Bodansky, then Deputy Minister Tomáš. Ambassador Marie, thank you for joining us.

Marie: Thank you Mr. Chairman. In fact the speech by Baroness Cox has changed my previous plans about on what to speak.  So I will go directly in the same vein.

 One can well understand the fears and the suspicions about what some elements in your societies could do, or could harm the whole society, and the need for strict and effective measures to deal with this aspect. But I would like to stress that the vast majority of Muslims living in Europe or in North America are very peaceful and harmless people. And they are engaged in business or in jobs. And they are doing well. But the existence of some elements who understand – or even who do not understand the tenets of Islam – do this harm, not just to European societies or American societies, but to Islamic countries as well. We are – in Egypt or in other Arab countries – we are fighting this aspect of, as you say, militants. But I would like to differentiate, or to distance the vast majority of Muslims from those individuals. Not to reflect on Islam as a whole or Muslims as a whole, because real Islam – I have some quotations from the Koran – would show you … There is a one, verse one-hundred-ninety, in English: ‘Don’t aggress, because God doesn’t like aggressors…’ – it is a directive to Muslims not to aggress. This is one thing. In another, verse two-five-six, which means: ‘No compulsion in religion’, everyone is entitled to have his own or her own religion without compulsion or without any pressure…. These are the exact verses. And another one: verse one-two-five, which says: ‘Argue with them in the nicest way – in the nicest manner…’. To argue – also, there is one again: verse six-one, which means: ‘If the other nations choose peace, accept peace and put your faith in God…’. So, no aggression, no tension. Really, we are asked by God to be nice to others, and not to aggress, and to argue with others in the best possible manner. 

So, those elements do not understand Islam. They have thoughts of their own. And they go about it in a very strange manner; very strange ways and means. So, let things go, meaning that measures should be taken to rout these elements. But at the same time not to make every Muslim a suspect, till he proves the opposite. This would be unfair and it would stigmatize Islam unfairly. Look at Arab countries, we are peaceful people. That’s what I wanted to stress now.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Ambassador Marie.

Professor Bodansky and then Minister Tomáš and then we will go into open discussions. Professor Bodansky.

Bodansky: I have to read the disclaimer that what I’m going to say is my own personal opinion and does not necessarily represent those of US House of Representatives, Congress or any other branch of government. 

Ellenbogen: Yes. Let me just repeat this Professor Bodansky does in fact advise… but these are his personal opinions and I just want that to be clear.

Bodansky: Thanks. Now you wanted me to throw in Iraqies, and I’m going to do it.

I’m supposed to address the whole issue of security and terrorism within the Muslim community in Europe – Muslim population of Europe. Which is a touchy subject. So I think as we’re going to discuss Islamist – with an ‘ist’– terrorism, the first thing that needs to be addressed is numbers – sheer numbers.  There are about one point two billion Muslims in the world. There are about a quarter of a million highly trained expert terrorists committed to killing and dying in the name of the cause. And I’m not going to get into the debate whether they do or do not interpret Islam correctly. Just quarter of a million out of this billion point something. There are about five million people in the known networks of support facilitation of these terrorist operations. However, about two millions, about 40%, of this five million are in western Europe. About two million out of this five are in western Europe. This is a huge number because of the mere size of the European Muslim community. We are talking here depending on one’s estimate of how many Muslims are in the West, given the large majority of illegal population. We’re talking about 5% of the total perhaps, even ten. If we look even closer into the numbers, since we’re talking about males between fifteen and forty-five then the percentage is even bigger.

 Now, still we’re talking about single digit percentages of the entire population. Which is a small minority by any count. One could have said that group is negligible, had it not been for events like September 11. Not because it happened in the United States, but it gives us an indication of the size of networks that we’re talking about. Nineteen people wrought the damage on the United States, more casualties than Pearl Harbour. The entire operation was run by about five hundred people, most of them operating in and out of western Europe for about two years. Not a single leak, not a single distraction, not a single indication to the intelligence services throughout the West that this thing is taking place. Therefore, given the severity of the damage that a small group can do, the issue of statistics needs to put aside to a certain extent. All in all I think that my observation, and again, I’m not getting into religion, but I am dealing with security terrorism issues. From my perspective the Muslim population – the Muslim community in Europe, particularly –let me put it better; when I say Muslim population, I mean male population between fifteen and forty-five, but I’m not going to elaborate the whole thing.

 Is it a time of crisis? The population is growing fast, much faster than the demographic increase of the Muslim population – the general Muslim population of Europe – because of the flow of legal and illegal migration into Europe. The population is becoming a discernable minority from a demographic point of view in a variety of cities, of suburbia, way above and beyond their cross-continental distribution. And again, that creates a sociological and security problem that will be elaborated in a minute.

 Beyond the issue of radicalization, the issue of criminality. Again, the youth –  because of a lot of problems starting with unemployment, disenfranchisement in society etc. etc. – slide into criminality at rates that exceed other segments within the European community. What is important about the involvement of these youth in crime, particularly in drug trades and in money laundering, is the involvement of terrorism. Narco-terrorism is alive and thriving in Europe and in many cases you don’t know whether the guys are selling drugs in order to enrich themselves, enrich the family back in Lebanon, or wherever, or in order to fund terrorist operations in the West. It’s too intertwined, and therefore it creates problems.  A lot of druggies are sliding into being a terrorist in order to get recognition in society and to get the support of their community. Again, this is not a good situation.

 All of that needs to be taken into consideration in the general context of the economic crisis within the West, and therefore the less educated, the less technically capable, or for whatever other reason, are being thrown into the unemployment. That creates a sense of radicalization, sense of hostility, sense of desire to take revenge against society. These people are falling easy prey to the various Imam education and extremist movements. It gives them good excuses as to why they should hate the West that disenfranchised them. The on-going recruitment – and recruitment is becoming easier and easier; which brings me to the last two points quickly:

 Number one. Probably the most alarming phenomena that from the security point of view we need to look at is what happened after September 11  – or I should say: up to December 11, 2001. Within about three months after the event, because the shock went down. Since then there has been a major wave of recruitment among the young Muslims in western Europe. Highly educated people, second and third generation migrants, clean-shaven people who have grown up in western society, gone to the best schools that the West can offer; speak the language, live very easily within other communities, including those who married Christians – I mean regular Europeans, rather than marry within the community – are sliding into the extremist Mosques, and a large percentage of them go to train in naughty, naughty places, join naughty, naughty organizations and become active. We’ve mapped several projects that we know about where new skills like weapons of mass destruction, electronics, computer warfare etc, etc, emerge in the networks. The vast majority of those who provide the skills to the terrorist organizations are second and third generation Muslims in Europe. Again, statistically it’s a small fraction of the Muslim community in Europe. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not labeling the whole community. But this is a new phenomenon that for the security of the West becomes very detrimental.

 The last point which is – yes, I do blame the Muslim community in Europe. The security problem we have with the Muslim community in Europe is not that the small minority is involved in naughty, naughty activities. The problem is that the leadership – or self-imposed leadership, self-nominated leadership – of the Muslim community in Europe is encircling the wagons, as we call it in the United States. We are protecting the community as a whole under whatever name of solidarity, and refuses to co-operate – automatically refuses to co-operate with the security services, the intelligence services of the West. They’re shielding the very few rotten apples in their midst. Why do they do it? I don’t know. But as a result of it, they create the shield on one hand, and on the other hand Europe and the West is exposed to the threat of cyber-terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, even a new September 11. And we hear again and again, the flow of intelligence about that is clear, explicit, but I won’t go beyond that. The mere fact that the Muslim community refuses to co-operate in dealing with these groups creates a negative impact, creates hostility toward them as a whole.

Thanks.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much Professor Bodansky.

I’d like to briefly break the order for Mr. al-Khoei; five minutes and then Mr. Tomáš. 

al-Khoei: Well, I think there’s a fundamental problem: When you have two speakers you should really have those two speakers respond properly. Not five minutes. I really feel it. It’s not fair that so many allegations are made, and I have to beg for five minutes. I think I should have a proper response to what has been said.

Ellenbogen: I’m sorry, I got a note from you asking for…

al-Khoei: Yes, I asked for five minutes to respond to Baroness Cox.

Ellenbogen: I’m sorry about that, I just interpreted your note as such. Please, Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: Baroness Cox, I really liked your spirit. And I really like people who are frank. And in the same spirit I want to be frank with you. And I don’t want you to get upset because you happen to be my neighbor. But I will be deliberately provocative to really make my impact on you. I know when you pass forty it’s very difficult to change anybody’s opinion about anything. But I hope that if I’m provocative you may like to consider re-thinking some of your opinions.

What I want to say to you, Baroness Cox, is that your arguments are fundamentally flawed. All of them. The problem with Muslims and Islam is not a problem of democracy, is not a problem of human rights, it is basically economic. Most of the Muslim world is poor. It’s the north-south divide. And as long as this divide will continue, the people of the south want to improve themselves and want to move to the north through all means. And as long as this continues, this will cause problems for the West. I agree with you that it will cause problems, it’s not just issues. But it has nothing to do with human rights, it has nothing to do with democracy.

And I think in order to make any argument complete you must look at both sides of the coin. You talk from a very Euro-centric view which seems to be thinking its actions are always more superior to what others do.  What I want to say to you is that the West – I don’t really want to get into those classical arguments about the West having double standards, when it comes to democracy and the rest of it. We’ve seen what happened in Algeria, we’ve seen what happened to many other places, when the West was directly involved. The West has an interest in oil. The West has no interest in democracy in Saudi Arabia. The West has no interest in democracy in the Gulf, because it’s the strategic oil interest there. So you cannot tell me that the Muslim world has to be upholding our values, when the western policy-makers themselves don’t uphold them. And there is a big credibility problem with the Muslim masses, who are generally good-hearted people, who are subjected to a legacy of imperialism, of colonialism mainly by the West. And your whole argument that Muslims did this in Sudan and that is not dissimilar to what some Muslim fundamentalists talk about; the Christians committed massacres in Bosnia and Kosovo. Really, we shouldn’t turn this into a religious argument. Very, very similar phrases used by Muslim fundamentalists. I’m not saying you are a Christian fundamentalist, but what I am saying is, it is not really different. 


Now, sir. According to your figures – I don’t know where you got your figures from. But what I do know is that the people who are arrested in the United Kingdom under the new terrorist legislation and who the governments have not even been able to charge them yet, they are nine. Nine people. These figures do not match with your figures, sir. And again, your arguments were all one sided. It appears to me that there is a very small, not big – I have many, many Jewish friends – a very small Jewish lobby which has an interest in promoting this ‘clash of civilization’. And some of these arguments you made, you may have all the good intentions, but inevitably is saying to the western policy makers: ‘Watch out, the Muslims are there, watch them.’  And I am saying, there is really nothing that you said that is going to change anybody’s opinion because they just do not add up; your figures. I’m sorry to say that. Now as far as these terrorist networks and the rest of it; I honestly don’t know where you get your figures from. But I wish that sometime, when maybe I could see your whole paper, you could give me references and the rest of it. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Mr. al-Khoei. Ambassador Marie, do you want to respond to any of these?

Marie: Well, yes. Really I am astonished, and grieved even, by what my neighbor said. I don’t know from where he got his statistics. He made the picture not gray but black about Muslims everywhere. I hope, and I believe that this is not the view shared by the American people. Because we have respect for them and they are not…, they still treat Muslims within the United States, except from very, very few instances, in a very friendly way. No complaints. Only some few and far between incidents. But they don’t have this very, very unwarranted views and statistics. Why should you stigmatize? There are one billion and two million Muslims in the world. Are they all bad, and criminals, and they work in money laundering? And in narcotics? This really – I am very sorry to hear this. And it is not at all a scientific view. They are mere allegations. Mere allegations! No scientific facts about them. 

Thank you. 

Bodansky: Let me just repeat my first sentence…

Ellenbogen: Let me take some control here because I can see that this thing will get controversial, which is fine.

 Mr. Tomáš has not said a thing. I will give you two minutes, Mr. Bodansky, then two minutes, Baroness Cox. And I will try to be as fair as possible in keeping this thing without imposing my own views, otherwise I’m going to lose control as we all know – because this is – and then I will have Minister Tomáš speak and then we can go into open discussion, because I think that there will be feedback from the floor. Is there any objection to my doing that?  Professor Bodansky. Yes, I know that you are on the list as well, Ambassador Pankin, I’m sorry.

Bodansky: Not even two minutes. Just to repeat the first sentence that I said: There are one point two, one point three billion Muslims on the face of the earth. Five million of them are involved in naughty, naughty activities. Five million. If this is stigmatizing everybody then I don’t know English. 

Ellenbogen: Yes. Baroness Cox, then Mr. Tomáš, then Mr. Pankin. Baroness Cox.

Cox: Very, very briefly just to put the record straight, because you’ve actually accused me of certain things I never said:

 I emphasized at the very beginning that the vast majority of Muslims are peaceable and law-abiding, and make a very good contribution to our societies. So I’m not doing generalized smear tactics at all, point number one. But there are the minority who are a genuine cause of concern. And we do need to make a distinction otherwise there will be Islamophobia.  Because the great majority of people will be frightened by the one, and not discriminate and respect the vast majority. Which is why it’s so important to make these distinctions and make them very clearly, appreciating the positive contributions, but showing appropriate response to those who are actually not law-abiding. 

And I just take issue with you very briefly: I’m not being value-laden or neo-colonialist. For example, in Sudan a great many of the Muslims are suffering at the hands of an extremist regime. And are actually fighting alongside the others, trying to defend what they see as their human rights in Sudan. So, Sudan is not Europe. But I’m not making colonialist remarks, or assertions because there are many Muslims there who would stand with me on this, as indeed they did last Monday in the debate in the House of Lords. So don’t extend the arguments beyond what I’ve actually said.

 And just finally, very briefly, poverty obviously is a factor in recruiting many of the marginalized, the outcast, and the unemployed. That I totally accept. But many of the leaders are themselves actually very well educated, have had – I think Mr. Bodansky said – the best of what the West has to offer in the way of education. They’re not necessarily the poor and impoverished. And many of those are actually cause for concern for the kinds of teachings that they are putting out which are retracting and recruiting the marginalized and the unemployed. And that is a cause for concern, it’s not all due to poverty. 

Ellenbogen: Jindřich Tomáš. 

Tomáš: Thank you Mr. Chairman.

 Coming from the Czech Republic, and not exactly being involved in the subject that we are discussing in certain depth, let me just present a personal perspective on the issue. The first thing: the destabilization of what we call the western world due to events of the last year came all of a sudden. Here we have, for fifty years almost, in recent Europe – and Europe I would describe as a motley collection of many various people who were, for centuries, at each other’s throats. So, much preaching I leave for other people; I don’t want to issue any statements here. However, it’s known that my terrorist is your freedom fighter. So, let’s take it from here:

 The Czech republic does not have a minority of any size, except for the one of Roma people, which we have a long way to solve the problem of the thing. Basically not of the same magnitude, but similar in the way that we have two very diverse communities. If I say – and it was mentioned here – the statistics – and I would say a substantial one being challenged here – that as far as the religious beliefs and issuing from that: crimes in the view of Christians – I shouldn’t preach too much. Speaking of children, I remember there was one crusade just recruited from the children – very young ones – which did not make it to the seaboard, nor the Holy Land. So, the responsibility is on all sides. And if you take the average of humanity, how it behaves, we are all sinners, as one of our Emperors in Constance said 600 years ago. So it is something that we have to be tolerant and we have to look for the common ground. The common ground, I believe, and I declare myself as little an ecclesiastic as the lady over here – or as an ecclesiastic would say, an unbeliever. The common ground is somewhere there in the Old Testament. I’m not a specialist on the three books so I won’t quote any. If I look at the common culture; it’s right there somewhere in the book of Genesis – whatever is there: the Koran, the New Testament and all derivative works that have been done. So intellectually we can go and grab something. However, as we all sit here we are representing an elite of our ethnicities, or religions, or whatever. The elite can understand. We can bicker here and argue, but eventually we understand. When it comes down to the rustic, the common people – we call them red-necks in the States – or Beerhaus Kraut, it’s a whole different story there. One of the things that people out there – and it’s, I don’t know, 80% maybe in the population? They have one basic lack of skill; it’s communication.  Fortunately most of us know English here so we can communicate. We can speak English, we can read in our own language. We can read the books – translations – and we can communicate to the media. Misunderstanding comes down to the village level.

 I remember as a kid I was not able to go to the other side of the village because I would get beaten up, because I was different – that was the philosophy, and that philosophy was still there. When it comes down to preventing any other problem – we have to solve the problem that we have on the table obviously – but as a next step we have to look at it as reasonable people, how to prevent the next one. And repression is not the most efficient way of preventing the next problem.

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you, Minister Tomáš. Ambassador Pankin. 

Pankin: Thank you. Following the rather humanistic approach I decided not to present my rather prophetic speech, because some of the ideals were already used both by me and some other speakers. But it was Professor Bodansky’s speech which encouraged me to come back to what I was going to say. Let me resort to some excerpts from my speech.

Alas, such is the sad way of public approach to topical problems, unless something terrible happens nothing is undertaken. It was the tragic events of September 11 in the United States that gave mankind an understanding of what international terrorism is about. Those events, reasonably, brought the war with terrorism to the very top of the world’s political agenda. Unfortunately some sort of a ‘bi-effect’ appeared. The very fact that the atrocity of September 11 was, as we all know, committed mostly by persons from Arabic world, strengthened the impression – actually prejudices – concerning a ‘clash of civilizations’; of the war between the great confessions of mankind. According to the Gallup Poll soon after September 11, forty-nine per cent of Americans thought all Arabs should have to carry special ID card. In Russian Tatarstan where the population is evenly divided between Muslims and ethnic Russians, people have complained of Islamophobia, as President Shaimiyev put it to a Russian interviewer. In Sweden many employers still seen to have a negative attitude towards hiring people with an immigrant, mostly Muslim background. Xenophobic views also have begun to spread in the school system. A student could come to school one morning with a T-shirt reading: ‘Better AIDS than immigrants’. This is a palpable danger of an accelerated division of the world into the good and the bad, which will inevitably engender a new route of confrontation between the West and the Islamic world. Meanwhile, at least in my judgment, it is really just a prejudice, a superstition, a mere semblance of truth, even if many people both in and outside of the process fail to admit it.

 Islam itself is a tolerant and pluralist religion. Islamist fundamentalism is not an indigenous growth. It is an exotic hybrid, bred from the encounter of sections of the Islamic intelligentsia with radical western ideologists. For example, the idea of a revolutionary vanguard of militant believers does not have an Islamic pedigree, as Ambassador Marie also mentioned, it is a concept imported from Europe through a lineage that stretches back to the Jacobeans through the Bolsheviks, and latter day Marxist guru such as the Bader-Meinhof gang. 

Even in Sweden – and in this respect Sweden differs from other European countries such as Denmark, Norway, France, Austria, and Belgium – even in Sweden 44% of those asked by pollsters considered that the country should receive fewer refugees. According to Denmark, which has taken the presidency of the European Union now, entry policy can be used as a carrot and stick method against illegal immigration. During the June summit in Seville emphasis was done rather on measures against illegal immigration in Europe than on protection measures, and I think it’s rather a mistake.  

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Ambassador Pankin.

As far as I’m concerned the floor is open. Professor Kropáček, do you want to make any comments, or Mr. al-Khoei, or other members in the room? And let me see your hands so I can start creating the list. I’ll start with Professor Kropáček, I’ll go back to John Marks, Mr al-Khoei and I’ll do my best to not forget. Keep your hands up for a moment so I can go around the room. Kropáček, then Marks, then al-Khoei first of all.  Professor Kropáček.

Kropáček: Well, my comment will be very brief.

I supposed that our discussion on the political issues will be concerned with European politics and will not be pushed to such attempts at creating a spirit of ‘clash of civilizations’.

 And my very modest remark is that I have serious doubts about the correctness of the statistical figures given by Professor Bodansky, saying that five million Muslims can be blamed for being involved in terrorist activities. I would also like to ask: what is the origin of these statistics? 

Ellenbogen: Professor Bodansky, if you’d like to answer that briefly, and I would like to keep some order here because I know that we’re quite emotional, all of us, including myself, Professor Bodansky.

Bodansky: The origin of statistics are multiple sources based on the number of people who have been to training camps throughout the Arab world: training camps throughout Afghanistan, the associations, and extrapolation of that, and I’ll say again, this is the world-wide number. And these are people in the support element, as I said; a quarter of a million people, more or less, are those really trained, ready to kill and to die in the name of the ideology. Five million are the support elements; they are not necessarily going to plant a bomb, but will house people, will provide intelligence, will provide some kind of logistical support. 

Ellenbogen:  Let me just tell you what I have on my list so we can go. I have Kropáček, Marks, al-Khoei, Frank Forrest, and I have Shareefa, then I have Bratinka, Jan Jůn, I apologize if I’ve missed any other names, it wasn’t intentional. I’m sorry, Dr. Early. Why don’t you start, Dr. Early. 

Early: I’m going to have to leave in a few minutes, but I wanted to say two quick things.

 First, taking off my Middle-East anthropologist hat and putting on my American Embassy representative for a second:

 I think everybody needs to remember what Professor Bodansky said at the very beginning, he is speaking as a private individual. And one shouldn’t interpret his statements any other way. If the journalists in the room were to know the official U.S. policy on Islam and violence, I’m sure my office can provide you with lots of documentation on the official US policy – which is, that the U.S. President has launched a war on terrorism… 

Ellenbogen: Can we dispense with the politics, Dr. Early?

Early: My second comment is as a Middle East anthropologist. I simply wanted to make it clear that people shouldn’t be talking about official positions, because I don’t think anybody is in this room.

Ellenbogen: I agree.

Early: As a Middle East anthropologist for many years, I have been observing the ‘clash of civilizations’ argument. I find it a fascinating argument but I find it entirely over-stereotypized – or over-stereotypical – and for many years I’ve engaged in a very interesting dialogue with a lot of Middle Easterners. Talking about their response to globalization; their response to what could be seen as a global economy. And without being naïve about the economic dimension, I’ve found lots of fascinating responses. I think ‘clash of civilizations’ is extremely overrated as a concept. And I think groups like this are an important example of how dialogue is important for dispelling stereotypes; north/south, rich/poor. We’re all in this together. I think that’s something that’s become very clear in the last year. And we’re all in the virtual civilization that Mr. al-Khoei talked about; a virtual funeral. Who would have thought – it’s a whole new world, and the conflicts are being re-drawn daily. 

Thanks.

Ellenbogen: Thank you Dr. Early, your ending comments are very, very well taken. Thank you. John Marks, and then Mr. al-Khoei. 

Marks: Thank you. Yes, I wanted to come back to some of the things that Ambassador Marie said in his first response.

 I think he said that there were considerable numbers of militant Islamists within his own country and in other countries which were a serious problem. But more than that, I wanted to comment on his quotations from the Koran. I’m not a Koranic scholar, he’s much more informed in that than I am.

 But I have heard similar quotes, including no compulsion in religion, by leading Muslims in Great Britain on television and on radio. But when I try to read further, and look into it more detail, one finds in the Koran other verses which are contradictory and even countermand these verses, and they are there – and I haven’t got time to go through them now but I could do that. And there also, I understand, there is a principle called the ‘principle of aggregation’ and – correct me if I’m wrong on this – within Islamic theology, which says that those verses which come later in the period of revelation, override the ones that come earlier. And as I understand it the less peaceful verses are those that come later. Now, I may be wrong in this, I’m open to correction. And I just wanted to know whether or not I’m on the right lines in that comment. 

Ellenbogen: Mr. al-Khoei, then – because you’ve asked a direct question to Ambassador Marie – I’m certainly not a person who’s well versed in the Koran. Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: On this question of Islamic fundamentalism what I would like to argue it is fundamentally not Islamic.

 What you can see throughout the last century; a lot of dissatisfaction in that part of the world. It has manifested itself in Arab socialism – Arab socialism in the early part of the century. Then it found failures, it then went into socialism, then into Marxism, now it manifests itself into Islamic extremism. And I guess some effect is response to Jewish extremism: they see Jewish extremism, they see it was successful in the creation of Israel, they say, Why not try Islamic extremism? And I think this is a fashion which will disappear in a very short time because it has already proved a failure in Iran in other places. So it is fundamentally not Islamic, it’s fundamentally not religious, it is fundamentally the dissatisfaction of the masses with the status quo; with the leadership, which I think the West has to take a lot of blame for.

 Now, as far as this second question: about the Koran. I really don’t think these kinds of conferences should turn into a theological debate because I think you will find that kind of contradiction, as you call it, in all texts of religion. And I what think I can say, one of the beauties about Islam; it is open to interpretation, re-interpretation, and this is what has happened throughout history. And the Muslims evolve very, very fast. I gave the example of the Bangladeshi lady sitting down there. So I think if we want to go down that religious route we will just go nowhere. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you Mr. al-Khoei.

 Ambassador Marie, did you want to add a comment?

Marie: Thank you Mr. Chairman.

You said that I mentioned that we have lots of terrorists in Egypt. I never said that. I said…

Marks: I didn’t say terrorists, I thought you said Islamist extremists. 

Marie: Yes, we don’t have lots of them as you said, we had just a few of them, and they are now nearly uprooted, and those who are spending prison sentences, they have finished their sentences and they are going free now. They issued three books which describe a revision of our thoughts. And they revised their thoughts of militancy and they said: ‘We were wrong, we understood things the other way round.’ They are not saying this in fear, because they are going free, and they are free now. But they issued three books with details about their wrong-doings and their wrong understanding of Koran and Sharia…

 About the Koran – I read the exact wording of the Koran, and these have not been rescinded at all. The rescinding was done during the prophet’s life. And then it was not stated in the Koran – the Koran which we have in our hands. What we read now in the Koran is final and eternal. And about contradictions; I wonder how God can contradict Himself? God has put these things together and He does not make mistakes. 

Marks: So, I’m wrong in two respects? There are not these verses…?

Ellenbogen: I’m about to lose control again… I’m going to chair this meeting, otherwise I’m going to lose everybody – John Marks, thirty seconds. 

Marks: I believe there are these verses in the Koran, and are you telling me that when I read Islamic scholars, and they discuss the principle of aggregation – I’ve got a thesis at home that thick about the principle of aggregation. And it’s full of quotations. I can’t judge it because I’m not Islamic. But that it is there, you surely can’t deny.

Marie: When God said ‘Don’t aggress’, He didn’t say it just like this and full stop. No, He said: ‘…because I don’t like aggressors…’. This is final, this is eternal. So, we cannot expect that the Almighty God makes mistakes or contradicts Himself! Because the Koran is not the sayings of Mohammed, Mohammed just got it from God through the Angel Gabriel, so he has not single word or even a letter from his own. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you.

Yes, I’m seeing everybody’s hand and I’m doing my very best not to be blatantly unfair to everyone – and I hear you, Boris. Make your comments Ambassador Pankin, please, thirty seconds.

Pankin: Yes. Just a one-sentence-long remark.

I believe everybody knows that in the Bible, including the New Testament, or in the Koran, a person can find anything he wants. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you.

I have Frank Forrest, I then have Shareefa, then I have Bratinka, Jan Jůn, Jindřich Tomáš, Bodansky. Are there other hands that I haven’t seen? And please try to keep to the two-minute rule so I can get this going and have people involved. Frank Forrest.

Forrest: I just want to say that I know this analogy may be – will be – a little stretched, but within my own religion: Catholicism, from which I have to confess I’m a bit lapsed. There was a scandal I’m sure everyone is aware of, that came to the floor not too long ago, of sexual abuse within the church. And just as today we’re acknowledging – I think all of us agree here – that not all Muslims are terrorists, at that time – to borrow the expression – only the most ignorant redneck would have assumed that all priests were pedophiles. But I think the problem for a lot of people is that those who are higher up, who had the ability to do something, did not act, much less acknowledged it. All of us gathered here today have shown a willingness to acknowledge the issue we’re dealing with. But I’d like to go back to Dr. Bodansky’s comments about the leaders of the Muslim community within Europe, who are not doing enough to work with the West to deal with a problem that is doing a disservice to those Muslims – those many Muslims, the majority of Muslims – who are not involved with this, as well as presenting a threat. And I would be interested to know if the participants – their thoughts on Dr. Bodansky’s comment. 

Ellenbogen: I will give Ambassador Marie, and also Mr. al-Khoei a chance to speak, but I would like to get some more feedback from the floor if that would be acceptable to everybody. Shareefa.

Choudhury: Thank you.

I’d like to apologize first because the points I’m going to make are a slight reiteration, but I feel they’re very important and they need to be heard.

 Nobody here is denying that there is a problem of radical, militant interpretations of Islam, or those who choose to act on those kinds of interpretations. But we’re just saying: let’s put this into perspective regardless of the statistics; we’re not saying there isn’t a problem. I find it strange that a society which is so willing and able to make its own distinction between religion and state fails to do it in this case; fails to see that there is a distinction here amongst Muslims between religion and their political agendas. If you look at the majority of these radical, militant groups we’re talking about here, they all have political agendas and this point has already been made. We can name names: Hamas, Osama bin-Laden, whoever. They all have political agendas. These people are not out to spread Islam. They’re not out to convert people. When you look at why and what they are fighting for, they’re fighting over land, they’re fighting over politics, they’re fighting over western foreign policies. And I think unless we question why they’re doing what they’re doing we’re never going to address the problem.

 The second thing I’d like to say is that it’s not just poverty and deprivation that drives people to radicalism. It’s the witnessing of the double standards of so-called western civilized values. And again, I apologize if I’m going to cause offense, but I think I’d like to be frank. 

Ellenbogen: That’s why we’re here. And that’s why it’s emotional and it’s good… Please continue.

Choudhury:  When the West talks about civilized values I think it needs to apply it across the world in all cases. We can look at historic examples where the West has not applied that uniformly; where in the past it has supported governments and states now considered terrorist. We can give examples; Iraq, regimes in the Middle East, Indonesia, Cambodia, Latin America, it goes on. We have to recognize that it’s not just poverty and deprivation. When people witness these kinds of double standards, they will react. And a lot of the radicalism that we see is a reaction to the witnessing of these double standards. 

Secondly; it’s not just Muslims who are reacting to this. You have a rising anti-globalization movement which identifies these issues; which works with Muslims on these issues. And I think that is an illustration of the fact that it’s not just Muslims who are incompatible with West with the ‘clash of civilizations’.

 I think the whole ‘clash of civilizations’ theory is dangerous. It’s being used as a scapegoat, and I believe that if enough people believe it to be true, then it will happen. But essentially, history has not been written. It’s up to us how we conduct ourselves and what our future is going to be. I think it’s very important to recognize this, and to stand back from getting too involved and falling into that trap of making it out to be true when it’s not the case, unless we want it to be.

 Finally, I’d just like to back up what Mr. al-Khoei said – let’s not descend into theological debate here. If people want to do something they can find justification for it. It’s nothing to do with what the Koran says or doesn’t say. There are differences of opinion even within the Muslim world as to what is justified and what isn’t justified in warfare, in politics, in society, in all areas of life. Again, religion shouldn’t be used as a scapegoat. We have to ask why these things are really happening and address the real issues which are political, which are economic, and which are social. 

Ellenbogen: You’re young, you’re bright, you’re eloquent and you give us a lot of food for thought. Thank you, Shareefa.


Minister Bratinka. 

Bratinka: I would like to introduce a little bit of fanaticism, in the form of appealing to you to stick fanatically to logic which was seriously lapsing in some contributions. Because when one speaker says – and says repeatedly – that he’s speaking about the minority of some group, for him to be accused of be-smirching that whole group goes against logic, and I think we should be fanatically devoted to logic. Fanaticism is not wrong when applied to the right courses. And logic is one of those.

 Second, I beg to differ with the lady’s latest contribution: that one of the reasons why some people are infuriated is the issue of double standards of the West. There are a lot of double standards elsewhere, but that’s not the main argument. The main argument is when somebody is infuriated in seeing a man who says: ‘Don’t steal,’ and steals himself; I cannot understand how this can drive that particular man to mass murder. I just can’t understand that. 

Ellenbogen: All right. Jan Jůn, and then I’ve put Mr. al-Khoei, Ambassador Marie – sorry, my apologies. First Jan Jůn, then Mr. Tomáš. Yes, Mr. Bodansky was first, so, my apologies. Jan Jůn, then Bodansky, then Tomáš, then al-Khoei, Marie. Jan.

Jůn: Just a few pacifying remarks really. We have gathered here because we don’t like the current state of things; because we would like to change them. And unlike the ‘Beer Hall Kraut’ who has been mentioned, we probably are able to communicate with each other on a much better level. And we can even understand most of the other’s points. 

Ellenbogen: It’s emotional, but we hope that we won’t end up in fisticuffs at the end of the evening.

Jůn: One of the speakers, I think it was Ambassador Marie, mentioned that there are fears and suspicions on both sides. As we can see here, they are not only residing in the beer hall but at the back of our own consciences somehow. Be they right or wrong. As you all know, fears and suspicions happen – come up – because of the unknown. Nobody fears or is suspicious of something he knows well. So, turning to the last point of the conference which says: ‘Guidelines for the Future’ that’s perhaps where we should ponder much more about what to do about the current situation because otherwise we don’t get anywhere. 

And finally; I have a feeling that there is no ‘clash of civilizations’ whatsoever going on. If we were at the present moment to judge the international political scene, and if we were to judge it in the year 1938 or ’39, we could look at it as a clash which has been going on for the whole existence of human kind, i.e. the clash between good and the evil, whichever form it has. We don’t have to be religious at all. It’s just simply this. And then you always find out that it’s a very small minority – how small, it’s debatable – that usually is on the edge that causes the actual clash. So, that’s a couple of points. There was a man called Hitler, and we would all agree that he was pure evil. There is a man called Saddam today; and I guess we might all agree that he is pure evil too, regardless of his religion, regardless of his ethnicity. Just simply that side of the fight of the good against the evil. 

That’s all. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you Jan Jůn.

Jindřich Tomáš, Professor Bodansky, Mr. al-Khoei, Ambassador Marie. Roger Errera, did I see you? Yes, thank you, Professor Bodansky.

Bodansky: To pick up again from Miss Choudhury’s comments; to return to what I’ve said originally.

 We are talking Islamist with an ‘i-s-t’ terrorism, as opposed to Islam or Muslim as a religion. This is a political movement that derives its legitimacy from self-interpretation of the Koran. And of course, I think the vast majority of Muslims will differ from the interpretation and call it Islamic. That’s beside the point, but I think I made it very clear we’re talking about Islamist terrorism versus Islam or Muslims. So, please don’t confuse it and don’t blame me.

 Number two. Problems: to return to the issue that has been raised about Muslim community in Europe. Soon after 9/11 thousands of American Muslims volunteered to the FBI, CIA, and other security forces of the US government in order to help fight, to defend their common country. The Muslim community went out of its way to seek out and root out the rotten apples in its midst. In Russia, from Senior Deputy Ministers all the way down to the forces fighting terrorism in the Caucasus and elsewhere are full of loyal Muslim citizens of Russia who are fighting as citizens of the state against enemies that threaten the well-being of the population at large. The same thing goes in other multi-cultural countries like India where whole ranks of the counter-terrorist intelligence services, security services, are full of Muslims who are equal citizens fighting for the state. We don’t see it in Europe. We don’t see the leadership or the kernel of the Muslim community of Europe coming out and help society at large; the security services, the intelligence services, rooting out the rotten apples from the midst. And THAT creates problems. THAT stigmatizes society. Not because they are terrorist, but because they don’t help fight terrorism. It’s a hell of a difference, but it’s still stigmatization. 

Ellenbogen: Please: some order: ladies and gentlemen, some order! Thank you Professor Bodansky. Let’s move on: Mr. Tomáš.

Tomáš: Mr. Chairman, thank you again.

We have here a certain – as I understand – political movement, and that’s what this afternoon is about. Is there anybody amongst us who would be able to define, or at least guess, the political goals of that political movement? The only one that I heard was from Mr. Izetbegovic who was for a pan-Islamic state by its own time. I don’t know if it was for that or for something else he was admitted in the Castle here. The question stands out; what is the political goal of this particular movement? I don’t know, maybe somebody can define it. A bit belatedly, but I have an illustration of the quotes.

 As a young man I was in a seminar which was basically a recruiting session for Jesuits by a senior, very intelligent man. We were discussing, and every so often this gentleman would throw a Bible at me. He said: ‘Open it.’ I opened it, ‘Put your finger down.’ Where?’ ‘Anywhere. Read it.’ I read it. ‘Tell me what it has to say about what we are discussing right now.’

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: All right. Thank you Mr. Tomáš.

 I now have Mr. al-Khoei, I have Ambassador Marie, then I think we should take a break. Mr. al-Khoei, and then Ambassador Marie, and then we’ll take a break. 

al-Khoei: What I want to say is, let’s just call a spade a spade.

I think there are serious problems about the issues of foreign policy and the Muslim community. And I think it is rather counter-productive if we mask those problems with really – I don’t like to use the word, ridiculous, figures – but exaggerated figures which we have heard.

 What I want to say that for the majority of Muslim population – You say the majority, I know, the minority is doing this then you say: ‘So many millions.’ Now, what you said about these clean-shaven people who are in this, you are really including me as well. I feel threatened by your comments. I feel you are inciting western policy makers to watch me. And I think this is fundamentally unfair, to do to a colleague of yours who is sitting in the same conference with you. So I want you to ponder on that and think. It’s no good saying I’m only talking about the minority, then make sweeping generalizations about what these people look like, how they present themselves, and how they should be watched. Now, the serious points which you mask with your comments, is that the majority of the Muslims in the West do have sympathies with certain causes. And these causes are the Israeli occupation and its treatment of the Palestinians; it’s Kashmir, it’s Bosnia and Kosovo, and some others – Iraq and others. I’m not saying the Muslim community itself does not have double standards in the way it chooses the issues it wants to highlight. Because there are also a lot of double standards in the Muslim community, as Baroness Cox rightly mentioned. There is hardly any mention of the suffering of the Christians in Sudan, or other causes which deserve equal attention. So I am being self-critical, but what I am trying to say is that the answer to these problems (call them problems call them issues, call them what you like) is actually to find – in the same way the Jewish community has sympathy with Israel – is to find a mechanism so these young people can actually communicate their concerns to the authorities, through the proper channels. And if you don’t do that, and if you start talking about five million terrorists and all that, and lock them all up, then you are actually making the problem worse. Just think about it. Now, in terms of the question about Muslim organizations, and what they are doing. Let me tell you, to make any academic argument, you must look at both sides of the coin, not one. Have you investigated what the British Muslim community does? How they co-operate with Scotland Yard?  My answer to you is, No, you haven’t, because you don’t know anything about it. Otherwise you wouldn’t have said what you said. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Ambassador Marie.

Marie: Thank you.

My neighbour, Professor Bodansky first said that he is blaming Muslims for not co-operating with the authorities. And in his second talk he said that there were Muslims who told authorities about what they know. So there is a contradiction here. And anyway, I don’t suppose that you – Muslims – should be detectives. Everyone would go and talk about the other. This is not their job. They are citizens, working and taking care of their families and their professions. So they are not detectives. Everyone – you expect everyone to know what every other one is doing. And beware of this thing. Don’t attach terrorism to Islam or to Muslims. Otherwise – what about the Bader-Meinhof gang? What about the Red Brigade in Italy? What about the Ku Klux Klan in America in the United States? What about the ETA separatists in Spain, and what they are doing? What about the Japanese, who used the chemical in the Metro, underground? So terrorism, as our friend says, has no religion. They are terrorists. What about what Hitler did – he perpetrated the Second World War ending in fifty million people dead? Fifty million! Was he, Hitler was a Muslim? Or Benito Mussolini, his ally in Italy? What about the Mafia? Which is perpetrating many, many bad things in the world. And nobody is – are they Muslims? 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen:  The first two speakers after the break will be Selma Muhic-Disdarevic and Bodansky. I think that’s fair and then I’ll take further speakers. We’ll come back together, I’m sorry, in twenty minutes. I took ten minutes off our break. My apologies. 

Break

Ellenbogen: Could we get all of our guests and participants and members and non-members, and Mr. al-Khoei and Shareefa…


Ladies and gentlemen, we will continue. I’ve given us a bit of a difference in our schedule. We talked about summing up now. I think I’d like us to continue with this round until roughly until 5:30 and then we can go into closing remarks.

 I will say that a brief statement was created during the lunch break by a group of people assembled. You might have it in front of you. It will come to you and then take a look at it. It’s not a pre-determined statement, I think it’s good and there have already been some suggested corrections. 

 Selma, I know you want to speak. I have Professor Bodansky and then  I will take names again from those. Let’s start, Selma. Where’s the microphone? Haben Sie den… this is what happens when your brain thinks in two languages. Selma.

Selma Muhic-Disdarevic: That’s what my brain keeps doing for at least eleven years!

I just wanted to react to two things which are really connected. 

First of all to Mr. Tomáš, when he mentioned Izetbegovic and said that his program was pan-Islamist. First of all I would like to say that this is one of the Serbian and Croatian politicians’ arguments. It is not true; his politics, however unsuccessful, have never been based on those principles. And I just wanted in that relation to mention the situation of Bosnian Muslims being of the same background; Bosnian Muslims as a kind of European Muslim integrated into European society, sharing European values and so on. And also I would like refer on this point to a journalist’s article in the International Herald Tribune, where he openly said: ‘if there’s something strange about most Bosnian Muslims it is that they have absolutely no fundamentalist reaction to the things that happened to them…’ And although that is what someone here mentioned; that could have been a kind of argument for Islamic terrorists. Like the whole of Europe watching for four years people being killed just because they were labeled in a certain ethnic or religious way with absolutely no help at all, seeing concentration camps at the end of the twentieth century which have been neglected by Europe, just because people who – or maybe not because, but coincidentally – the people who were there were not Christians. Maybe they were not good Muslims, but they were not Christians, that’s for sure. And waiting for American reaction to solve the whole problem. So that’s what I would like to point out here; that was really a bad signal. Because even if you are a proper Muslim, let’s say, accepting all the European values, that is not enough for you to be protected. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much.

Professor Bodansky.

Bodansky: I cannot pass a rukus when I hear one so I’ll start with the comment about Mr. Izetbegovic and go on.

 One needs to read this Muslim declaration; it raises all sorts of eyebrows. The problem is – well, you can point out it was written in 1970 I think, or something like that. Several editions were printed once it became – it took power by the government printing office in Sarajevo. So it’s not that it changes colors or something like that. Among the first laws that were passed in, I think, the summer of 1994 and the fall of 1993, correct me if I’m wrong, but the cancellation of the celebration of Father Frost which was because it was anti-Muslim. (Interruption from audience) It was becoming illegal to present it or something like that. I can find the law for you. But that’s beside the point…

Ellenbogen: One moment, I respect that you have your feelings but please try to… (Interruption from audience) We all don’t have to agree here, but maybe we should all respect each other speaking. I apologize, not to be rude. 

Bodansky: To go back to the bigger picture: The bigger picture can be summed up, perhaps, by the attitude of the late Abbas Mussawi, leader of the Hezbollah. Israel killed him in 1992. Back in 1991 he was asked why his people were blowing up things in France, why Hezbollah took French hostages etc, and he said: ‘We’re doing it in order to make sure that France becomes Muslim.’ He was asked, Do you know the percentages etc, etc, of that population? And he said: ‘Yes I do. It won’t happen in my time but it definitely will happen in the days of my grandson.’ This is the essence of the threat. Again, this is not the majority. This is a minority, but a minority that goes for the jugular of the West. And until the West realizes that and looks at the problem of that small minority properly, we will have problems. Which has nothing to do with the sensitivities of the majority and labeling, stigmatizing, the majority. This is not the case. The case is the ruthlessness of the minority and the threat that it constitutes. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you. Selma.

Selma Muhic-Disdarevic: …declaration, it’s an Islamic declaration. And  the truth is that it was written during 1970s when, during the Communist regime, religion as such – no matter whether Islamic, Christian, Orthodox or any other form of religion – was suppressed. That is the first thing, and to write a book, I don’t think it’s really a criminal act to write a book, it’s what you do, not what you write. That is the first thing. The second thing you mentioned; the same thing was done by Croats, and why isn’t that funny when a Catholic government does that? I have to say Catholic although I don’t know if they’re Catholics or not, the same way that I happen to know that Izetbegovic believes in Allah. But that’s not relevant for me because he was a state representative. So, the same thing was done by Croatia. Why? Because during Communism you could not celebrate Christmas either. And the symbol of Christmas was not Father Frost but some other guy. And after that it was a part of trying to change that. I’m not saying that it is good or bad. Nevertheless, I’m just saying that other governments in the region behaved in the same way, and it has never been connected to their religion. Just as Mr. Tomáš mentioned about the pan-Islamic state, about which we all say: ‘Oh my God it’s awful!’. But what about Slobodan Milosevic, who is now at the Hague, openly trying to make a pan-Serbian state? Not a pan-Orthodox state. We don’t talk about that. So apart from this religious identity you can have a kind of ethnic identity as well and maybe then – especially in Europe – it should be really tied to that ethnicity, how this government behaves in that respect. I don’t see that has anything to do with Islam. 

Ellenbogen: Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: …arguing with Professor Bodansky…

Ellenbogen: It makes it interesting. I’ll just have to…

al-Khoei: First of all I’d like to know the source of his statement about somebody who is dead. Which I certainly, as a regular monitor of these events, have never heard of. It’s very easy to come up with statements without the source.

 Secondly: I want to turn your argument ahead of you. Would you say the same thing about a minority – I mean I won’t be as polite as you are, I say the majority, let’s not be unfair; the minority – of Jews, or Jewish fundamentalists who support the atrocities of Israel against the Palestinians. Would you use the same argument in the same way? Would you advocate the monitoring, the fear mongering of the minority of Jewish community? Who some of them are clean-shaven? 

Bodansky: The day that the Jew will try to kill Americans at the heart of New York because of agreement/disagreement with policies of Israel that guy will be in jail and the community as a whole will rally up to denounce him and his agenda. As was the case for example with Dr. Baruch Goldstein, when he killed people in 1994 and immediately Israel denounced him, the Jewish community denounced him. They went out of their way to demonstrate that that’s the despicable act of an individual. That’s the difference. Not that there are not extremists in our midst. We have Timothy McVeigh also on the Christian side who committed terrorism. Again, the community as a whole rallied up to denounce him, to help the police weed out the rotten apple from the midst. That’s the problem. 

al-Khoei: Professor, may I remind you they built a shrine for him. 

Bodansky: And it was destroyed by the Israeli government within weeks.

Ellenbogen: People, it’s getting a little out of hand. Other questions? Baroness Cox? Dr. Marks? Professor Kropáček? Dr. Marks. 

Marks: I just wanted to make a brief comment about the statistics that Professor Bodansky mentioned earlier which have taken a lot of criticism from various quarters.

 They work out at very small percentages, if you actually work them out. It’s something like .5% for his support networks. So .02% for the actual active people. So, it’s true that the over, overwhelming majority are not condemned by this sort of statement, or not criticized by the sort of statement. And I’d like to tell you about an exchange in the House of Lords when Lady Cox was introducing a debate on this sort of topic. She was challenged by a Muslim peer, Lord Ahmed, who got up and said the proportion of Muslim community who were involved in this is about .1%. Well, that’s in exactly the same range of figures as Professor Bodansky said. It’s still 3,000 people in the United Kingdom. And it’s a number which I think I find worrying. And I think we need to take that sort of thing seriously. So I don’t think – getting this figure accurately is not easy. It’s easy to say, ‘Where are your sources?’ in this sort of gray area of establishing who has been active in something which by its very nature is going to be secretive. But I thought that figure would actually be of interest. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you Dr. Marks.

Other comments? Other feedback? Minister Bratinka? 

Bratinka
…none of these entities and none of these bodies justify their acts of terror by quoting Christian dogma. They have clearly defined political agendas, and when it comes to spiritual sources, I think the blame for the Bader-Meinhof gang can be put safely at the doors of Marxist theoreticians and Marxist-Leninist preachers. When it comes to the IRA or ETA, again, this purely nationalistic agenda, it’s a kind of ethnic hatred against other people which is something very common throughout the world unfortunately. But ETA is being – and the Bader-Meinhof people were - hounded like dogs by Spanish or German police – the IRA and ETA are being continuously suppressed. There are no crowds rejoicing in their crimes, in fact, there are crowds denouncing their crimes. And if anybody from IRA would ever say that he does his murder in order to further Christianity, such person would be immediately ex-communicated and denounced by the Catholic church in almost inquisitional terms. And that’s the difference. 

Ellenbogen: Mr. al-Khoei. And then, I’m sorry, Ambassador Marie you were addressed. Ambassador Marie.

Marie: Thank you.

This is the whole thing. The whole faulty… You always take things to religion. And you say that the Bader-Meinhof again, were not religious, or were not defending any religion. Who said that? I didn’t say so. Because every group – we are speaking about every group which terrorizes people. They were terrorizing people in Germany. ETA is terrorizing people and doing havoc in Spain. The same with the IRA, the same with many gangs and many groups. They have a cause or they think they have a cause. Whether we agree with it or not, they think they have a cause and they terrorize people. So, without relating to religion, it is sometimes political, it is sometimes another thing. So I wanted to make this clear.

Ellenbogen: Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: Could I just say that for a lot of  non-critical observers there was a question of Hamza, there was somebody else mentioned it before, and Schumacher was mentioned. Could I just say – really I’m trying to be provocative. All these characters are non-Muslim scholars, they are generally converts, confused individuals. Thanks to the Islamophobia in the media, they dislike their society and they become Muslims. And because they become Muslims they do acts, like they did – Schumacher was a convert. That other guy in America was a convert – there are quite a few converts who are doing all this. They become more Catholic than the Pope. Could I also suggest Hamza al-Masri whom everybody takes as Muslim cleric; he was a bouncer in a nightclub. He suddenly became a Muslim cleric, and came up with those ridiculous statements which everybody attributes to Islam. There is another guy – I’m really not good with names. But none of these guys are Muslim scholars. They are self-styled confused individuals and they are, to put it simply, the creation of certain sections of the western media. The same section who like to say the Muslims are terrorists, albeit 0.1% of them. This is a conspiracy. This  is to show the Muslims in a bad light. If you go to the normal schools of Islam, in Iraq, or in Iran, none of them say what these guys are saying. They are outcasts in the Muslim community. Nobody knows them, they have no projects in the community. The media loves to have them because they give the media what the media wants to hear. Now, the problem is with these kinds of arguments – and I am quite distressed that I find some justification to the figures here. The problem is if we continue talking the way we do, all those discontented young Muslims are going to believe you, are going to fall in the trap. You’re actually not solving the problem. Look at your figures. You are participating in the problem and making it worse. You are not giving any solution how to tackle this problem. All you are saying: ‘Muslims have done this, Muslims have done that, oh, the figures are right, are not right, oh, Lord Ahmed said it was right or not…’ This is not going to solve the problem.  This is just going to make it worse. And I’m quite concerned that I brought two young people here, trying to show them that there is a lot of tolerance in the West. And what I’m concerned about is that these two people go back to their friends and say: ‘Guys, you’re actually right, you know, we are terrorists, a lot of us are terrorists’, and what are you trying to achieve with these statistics? Nothing, except demonize Muslims. 

Ellenbogen: Well,  Professor Bodansky I guess you are asked for this…

al-Khoei: And I say it with a smile.

Ellenbogen: But, that’s the reason it’s good that they’re here; to see that we do discuss these things and it’s not just done with violence. Please. 

Bodansky (consulting a laptop computer): First: thanks to the brain. The quotation – the reference to Sheik Moussawi is an article in Le Pointe 27 May, 1991.

al-Khoei: That’s one article, my friend…

 Bodansky: No, that’s the quote of what Sheik Moussawi said. 

al-Khoei: Please, don’t take one article out of context… 

Bodansky: OK. Now as far as statistics go: I think the reason for bringing up the statistics is to show – as Dr. Marks elaborated, and did the mathematics beyond my capacity – that it’s exactly the opposite. We are not stigmatizing the whole community. We’re pointing finger at a small minority that has a questionable – since I’m not a Muslim I’ll just leave it at the point of ‘questionable’ – doubtful interpretation of Islam. This is exactly the opposite of stigmatizing the entire community or calling for tensions or whatever, or lack of tolerance. I think it’s putting it in the right proportions of the magnitude of the problem. But, while it is a very, very, very small minority on the one hand, it took nineteen people to bring down the World Trade Center and make a hole in the Pentagon and cause more casualties  than the entire Japanese Navy in Pearl Harbour. Western society, the United States at least, cannot just take it just on the chin and say: ‘OK, you guys have nice sensitivities, we don’t want to hurt your feelings, so come and blow up another building.’ …. 

Ellenbogen: I’m going to give the two of you a break.

Please. Shareefa, then Alena Hromádková, then Jan Jůn, then Mr. al-Khoei. Shareefa.

Chowdhury: Thank you. I find myself having to reiterate the point I made earlier: 

Nobody is denying – whatever the statistics are – that there is a problem with certain elements of the Muslim community who choose to interpret Islam in a very radical way. But what we’re not doing is, we’re still not asking, why? And I don’t want to hear that the reason is because the Koran say you can go and kill people, or that there is this tradition, or there is that tradition. I think most of us would agree that if people want to do something they will find the justification for it. There is room for interpretation in Islam. It’s not enough to say: this is a problem, these are the people who are doing wrong things. If you want to solve it you have to ask, why?  And I’m still not hearing any answers to that question. 

Ellenbogen: I don’t even know if we have them yet. And we not be doing a good job at that, but it gives us room to continue this work, Shareefa. So, and hopefully we’ll move in that direction. I don’t consider this particular symposium to be the end-all and be-all all of this discussion, so I think you’ll find us following up on this. Thank you and I don’t know – Alena Hromádková, and then Jan Jůn and then Mr. al-Khoei. 

Hromádková: Thank you.

I’m very concerned with your worries that the Islam community as a whole could be misunderstood and misinterpreted. Allow me a personal experience of this country: 

For us it was also very difficult to admit that some of us were terrorists, are terrorists, and I am afraid maybe will be terrorists. I’m referring to the Communist past and as a young university teacher I was teaching many nice, very intelligent girls or young women and men from various Islamic countries. Now I will refer just to Sudan. I needed two, three years to understand why my students were out of Prague on weekends and Mondays. They were trained near to Karlsbad, Marienbad, and Brno zastávka. By Czech military experts. They were terrorists. It’s a serious moral problem for me. Some came through UNESCO channels, some came as students of the Ministry of Education. Some were Palestinian young men and ladies – men of independent sources. They were here not for academic studies, but for intense, very clandestine activities. For us it’s a problem. We are still not in position to do something about the past. They didn’t only fight.  Recently I brought a book from Switzerland. It’s called Red Cocaine. They smuggled drugs, they corrupted – I don’t know the techniques – it’s twenty or twenty-five years ago, and I am still very confused, very unhappy. Some of us were terrorists and helped to educate or train terrorists in many Arabic countries. So please don’t take it personally. I understand how much is at stake. I can imagine your responsibilities – your concerns. But some of you – for some reasons, we still don’t know – are terrorists. I’m sorry, I hope it’s not a superficial generalization. We all have to do something about it, I believe.

Ellenbogen: Jan, you’re sort of being marginalized here briefly. Mr. al-Khoei. The two of you happen to be sitting across from each other. Sorry – and then Jan Jůn. Please.

al-Khoei: Well let me just briefly explain where I come from. I didn’t really want the discussion to be reduced to what I’m going to say; but I’m just going to say –I myself am a Shi’ite Muslim. If anything, these people that you are complaining about – called Muslims – are the very people who have terrorized me. Get this quite clear. So I have no interest in defending them. They have killed 3,000 Shi’ites in 1997 in Hazarajat and I was the one who spoke to the American administration, to the British administration, about it. They chose to do nothing. They knew what happened. These very people – the Taliban – did that. They are discovering the mass graves four years later. The same thing happened to me when I was in Iraq. When the American government, the British government, was supporting Saddam Hussein. My people were being killed by Saddam. Nobody knew anything about it, everybody assumes that the first suffering of the Shi’ites started in 1991. In fact, it started in the 1970s when I left Iraq. I wouldn’t have left Iraq otherwise. 

Ellenbogen: Can I just point out Mr. al-Khoei: no, people didn’t want to know about it then.

al-Khoei: That’s right. Yes. So when we talk about double standards; it’s real, it has affected my life. It has killed half of my family. So it’s not superficial. The Taliban also – only two weeks ago, people like the Taliban who carry these ideologies – attacked a Shi’ite mosque in the morning. This is a regular occurrence happening. It basically gets no attention in the public media. If a Christian church is attacked by these guys it’s all over the CNN and everywhere.  

Baroness Cox: It’s not true.
al-Khoei: Sorry, what is not true? Well, basically when I say ‘no’ I mean not significant; there may be the odd report here and there, but there is basically no outcry, when it’s done to a Shi’ite place by these guys. I mean, I hope people don’t take me literally when I say ‘no’, I don’t mean there is not a single one that doesn’t carry it. I mean there is no significant reporting. So, I have no love for these guys. Everywhere they go in London – I know what they are doing to me. But I look at the bigger picture. The bigger picture, not the smaller picture. And I want you to look at the same picture. 

You are actually, whether you like it or not, whether you call it Islamism, Islam, the terms become synonymous. And what I worry about is my young son growing up in the West and all the time telling me: ‘Daddy, what is wrong with my religion? Why is my religion so much under attack?’ Whatever it is; you call it Islamism, you call it Islam, you call it Islamic fundamentalism, to this little child, the Islam he loves at home is being demonized. And he is growing in a society which makes him a potential recruit to those terrorists. And I’m saying, please stop it. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you, food for thought. Jan Jůn.

Jůn: Well, both Mrs. Hromádková and Mr. al-Khoei have, I guess, already addressed the last point of this conference. In a way there is one little issue which we shouldn’t forget about, and which I ought to mention especially at this conference, because it’s taking place in Prague. And that’s the enormous vacuum, moral vacuum, that Communism has left in central and eastern Europe. And this could very easily – and unfortunately it has already started – become a breeding ground for the worst possible hatred, for very childish xenophobia. Though, on the other hand, look at the neighboring Austria; they’re not much better than the Czechs, for example. But this is a danger that we all have to address…

Ellenbogen: I’m glad for a change you didn’t say Germany. Thank you.

Jůn: No, no! The Germans are not xenophobic in any way. But the Austrians are. So all this is quite dangerous. And we could probably see some backlash sooner or later in this part of Europe against what you have for example, Baroness, already experienced in the UK, and has been dealt with in France for some time, or at least some attempts to deal with this matter have surfaced.

 Also, I must revert back to what I said before. And Mrs. Hromádková has actually proven the point; because all those terrorists you were helping to educate were not terrorists because they were Muslims, they were terrorists because they belong to that little group which, for the sake of political ideology, however strange and stupid that is – and also it has been mentioned here before – have done things which they wouldn’t normally have done, but those needn’t have been Muslims, they could have come from any European country or from America, and the example of the Red Brigades in Italy or whatever has already been mentioned. So it doesn’t prove anything. But please, let’s look at the future. Mr. al-Khoei has already mentioned – we don’t want to see a situation here, in central Europe – or anywhere in Europe – when our sons and daughters will be questioning why should or should not their religion be proper or improper. That sort of understanding we must build, and pretty fast, otherwise we’re doomed. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you Jan Jůn. Baroness Cox.

Cox: Thank you very much, I think time is drawing near, so my concluding comments: and really, they will be very positive and appreciative, because I would really like to say thank you very much to the Prague Society for organizing this conference, and I think it’s very significant it’s being held here in the Czech Republic.

 I, and my colleague Dr. Marks, used to travel behind the iron curtain many times in the dark days in the 1980s and we felt we were entering a great, vast prison of imprisoned free spirits. And we never would have expected this wonderful opportunity to able to explore ideas and to try and find the truth in very complex situations. It wouldn’t have been possible in those dark days when the truth was something that was permanently suppressed. So I would like to say that I think today has been enormously important. Obviously it’s touched on very sensitive, emotional, and very delicate issues, and sometimes may have come over in ways that were hurtful. But I would like to emphasize that the distinctions were there from the very beginning. I think everybody who has spoken has made the distinction between the vast majority of the peaceable law-abiding Muslims, whose contributions to our respective societies are much appreciated, valuable and valued, and this minority who are a threat to the world and who call themselves Islamists and who justify their reactions and actions in terms of their religious interpretations of their particular world view. But we’ve made that distinction, it is important that that distinction is made in order to recognize some of the roots of Islamophobia, in order to diffuse them because fear, phobia, is, by definition, irrational. And in order to diffuse that fear we have to have understanding and knowledge and we have to have the chance to discuss and put these issues on the table and to discuss them in the ways that are the best traditions of the free societies around the world.

 So I would like to say I think – although some of the discussion has inevitably been very sharp, a lot of important things  have been said or are on the record, or form the basis for further dialogue and discussion. And perhaps the routes of the way forward were there in this morning’s discussion when we spoke about education, we spoke about mutual respect for different cultures, we spoke about tolerance and diversity. And I would like to suggest that perhaps there may be future conferences when we do look forward. But we have to look forward on the basis of a realistic understanding of what currently is, and an understanding of ways that we do need to address very real problems, but in ways which are positive, and as I say, will meet the future. And there is no more important way of meeting the future than educating the young people who will be that future.

 So I think today’s conference has been immensely valuable and I’d just like to thank the Prague Society very much for making this very open and frank discussion possible. 

Ellenbogen: Thank you Baroness Cox.

We come to, I think, the last part of this afternoon. We’re targeted for 18:00 hours but I will commence to disperse us at 17:45 if I may, I know some people have to get out and have things to do, and I appreciate the time you’ve given us already.

 Let me first point out to you that there is in fact a statement. Has it been handed out now? Maybe we could just pass it down. A group of individuals, including myself – I’ll just say it as that, since I’m the Chairman so I don’t feel uncomfortable saying I was part of this group – came up, with what I think was a fairly good statement, and series of ideas during lunch. It was something we don’t often do here at the end of our events. And that is to come up with a kind of a – conclusion, I guess, for lack of a better term. I’ve taken note of one suggested change. Let me simply say that we will not pass a resolution here. We’ve given this to individuals to sign on their own if they feel they’d like to. I will certainly sign it with the following change. And that is – the statement that is handed to you I will sign as taken with one final change. And that is: number seven where I have accepted feedback and I think it’s fair, instead of having: ‘To confront radical militant Islamism’, that it’s changed to: ‘Confront radical militant fundamentalism and terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans.’ I think it stays with the tone of what I was hoping we were achieving. But I think we could take a few minutes of feedback about this. But again, the proposal here is not that we pass this, but that those of us who think it’s something we’d like to sign can do so.

 So I will take brief feedback about this concept. Are there any who’d like to give us brief feedback? (pause) Yes, Mr. al-Khoei. 

al-Khoei: I’ve read it again. Number seven. I mean, why do you make the interests of the Muslim population distinctive? Why is it special? And why do you link it to terrorism if you are talking about the minority and not the whole community?

Ellenbogen: I don’t know if I can answer that. I’ll try to give it my best shot. I think we are trying to find a way to define interests of a minority on the one hand – are we talking about the same statement?

al-Khoei: …discussing for half an hour that you don’t mean the whole Muslim community, and yet in the statement it talks about the Muslim population. 

Ellenbogen: (reading) taking the distinctive interests of the Muslim population into special consideration…

al-Khoei: It just makes my point, doesn’t it? People sometimes say they are talking about minority, then they talk about Muslim population.

 I would like to say, ‘the minority of Muslim extremists’ or whatever – just call a spade a spade – just say what people said they were meaning about ten minutes ago. 

Cox: Are you replacing ‘radical militant Islamism’ with ‘the minority of Muslims extremists’?

al-Khoei: No, I’m saying taking the distinct – I’m just saying – this statement, this statement talks about taking the distinctive interests of the Muslim community…

Ellenbogen: Right…

al-Khoei: …into special consideration. What does this mean?

Day: Can I put in a word because I think there’s been a misunderstanding here? It is intended – and I was not one of the group that formulated this, I’ve just read it for the first time. I think the point is that because there is a minor – a very small minority that at the moment is creating around the larger community – there’s the danger of Islamophobia. Therefore this large majority should be protected from that. 

Ellenbogen: I guess Mr. al-Khoei, I’m sorry and maybe – I beg you to sensitize me because I’m really confused. Because certainly when we came up with the seventh statement I didn’t feel in my perspective as this mixed German/Canadian/US or whatever, was that I was trying to pick up on some of the comments that were made this morning; you talked about protection, about women, about minorities. And like it or not Muslims are still a minority, at least in Europe. And so we were trying to focus on that issue on the one hand, talking about a distinctness, and that’s at least the tenor that I felt from the comments coming out about me. And then, nonetheless saying that we need to fight terrorism. In a sense we’re linking it in a way that – try to define this for me so I understand it. I’m sorry.

al-Khoei: Maybe my English is not very good, but the way I read this. OK, the Muslim community has special needs, we should respect that. But let that not distract us from fighting the militant – the radical militant tendencies and terrorism in this community for the public good of all Europeans. This is how I read it.

Ellenbogen: I’m sorry I wasn’t sensitive to thinking it in that way. But I guess in a second reading – Do we want a proposal for this? I guess I’m trying to figure out how we can suffice in creating a statement that allows number seven from however we intended it to be, to be that. I’ll try to say what I think. I think 1) one was trying to say: the Muslim community in Europe has distinct needs, there should be special consideration, one, full stop, the end of it. Number 2) that government public policy should nonetheless be able to go after militant fundamentalism and terrorism. So, however we can split that – I think that was the intention. So that’s all I can say, Mr. al-Khoei, to how we came up with this. Yes, Jan?

Jůn: …should we add: after terrorism, regardless of religious connotation, or something like that? Because this way some people might really read it as this referring only to Muslims. Not to any extremism as such.

Bodansky: Originally I think the idea was to put in Islamist terrorism, because of that sensitivity, it became generic; fundamentalism, tendencies, etc. How far do you want to go?

al-Khoei: I don’t think we should say the interests of the Muslims as distinctive or special because it’s not. It’s the interest of any minority. I do not really think – you should really say what you said earlier; you’re talking about a minority of Muslims and everybody wants to fight terrorism and radicalism among this minority. Just call it that. Don’t call it anything else. Don’t let it be open to misinterpretation…

Ellenbogen: Well, I’m going to try this, although I’ll probably thrown with tomatoes. I would take out: ‘…from taking the distinctive interest of the Muslim population into special consideration, and need not distract…’ I would take that out, and start the sentence with: ‘European nations need to confront radical militant fundamentalism and terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans’; that that become number seven, independent. 

al-Khoei: …No, I’m telling you – my proposal is to just start number seven as the following statement: ‘European nations need to confront radical, militant, fundamentalism and terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans.’ Full stop….

Jůn: I agree with you.

al-Khoei: All I’m trying to get – the majority of Muslims – to be on this side of this war as well. Against terrorism. 

Ellenbogen: So would like to formulate a sentence? (pause) I mean, it’s rather remarkable we all agreed one through six which is, I think, quite impressive. So maybe we can in fact find a way… 

Cox: I think what you said before sounded good to me. Could you repeat what you said before?… You said it twice, quite well…

al-Khoei: Well, I think we should say that Europeans – including the mass, the overabundant majority of its Muslim citizens – condemn all acts of militancy and terrorism. Full stop. 

Cox: You did actually talk about the Muslim minority before which, I think, is the important distinction. 

al-Khoei: Look, I have full trust in you. You do it.

Cox: You said the first time…

Ellenbogen: Could someone form a sentence for us so we can move on and then present it in a few minutes? Somebody take number seven and form it into something that fits what we’re trying to talk about because I have to admit, my brain just isn’t capable of doing it anymore. Arthur Collingsworth?

Collingsworth: Couldn’t you say: ‘European nations, including Muslim minorities’ – or something – ‘need to confront radical militant tendencies’?

Ellenbogen: OK, I think we have a good suggestion here. ‘European nations’ – repeat that …

Collingwood: ‘European nations, including their Muslim minorities…’ just carry on with the rest of the sentence as it is.

Ellenbogen: All right: ‘European nations, including their Muslim minorities, need to confront radical militant fundamentalism terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans.’ 

Bratinka
Strongly….

Ellenbogen: We’re getting into United Nations terminology now. Look, ‘strongly’ and ‘condemn’ is the same thing. Condemn IS strong. ‘Strongly condemn’ – ‘possibly strongly condemn… and deplore…’ And then we’re back to UNESCO and God knows where. Sorry, no insult intended. But do you know what I’m saying? 

Bodansky: I think that we really need to put the word ‘confront’ because it’s not to say that they’re bad guys. 

Ellenbogen: Mr. Bodansky, what did you just say?

Bodansky: I said that I would keep ‘the need to confront’ as opposed to ‘condemn’ or ‘deplore’ because it’s an issue of action. 

Ellenbogen: I was actually reading the sentence as it now had been – I’m sorry, maybe that was my error. If I understand it, it now says: ‘…European nations, including their Muslim minorities…’ – ‘including their’, I hate the word ‘their’. ‘…including Muslim minorities’… ‘their’ is always one of these – OK: ‘…European nations, including Muslim minorities, need to confront radical militant fundamentalism and terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans.’

Cox: You have to have ‘their’ in, because otherwise ‘Muslim minorities’ becomes a nation. It has to be there, Mr. Chairman.

Jůn: …we could say for example: ‘we emphasize that an overwhelming majority of Muslims is peaceful.’ Full stop. ‘European nations…’ then it would fulfill all the criteria.

Collingworth: I don’t think you need to say that…

Cox: No, you don’t need that. I think this is succinct and good as it is… Just as you read it. They way you read it was good.

Ellenbogen: Fine. I will now say what I think is going around. 

This sheet of paper – do we have the ability to change this thing right now?… Fine, then if I understand this, this will be changed to have the final sentence be: ‘European nations, including their Muslim minorities, need to confront radical, militant fundamentalism and terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans.’ We will have them outside for people to sign, if they so choose, those who don’t want to sign – that is why we didn’t put ‘We the participants…’ so it means the person who is signing it.  And you can sign it. I will sign it in the form that we’ve just passed. I encourage members to do so as well, and I will read it through once for our benefit: ‘We, participants of the conference organized by the Prague Society for International Co-operation, Living in a Multi-Cultural Society: Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe, having discussed aspects of the four main themes of the conference; educational, cultural, political and sociological issues, would like to offer these conclusions: 

The size and composition of the Muslim population in Europe have reached such proportions that the following matters must be addressed: Europe’s Muslims should be viewed as an issue not a problem. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the European Convention on Human Rights already offer a framework for concrete responses. Respect for these fundamental principles should underpin all social, educational and economic policies of European governments. It is of the utmost importance that freedom of religion, conscience and expression, as well as of tolerance for individuals and communities govern public policy. Similar principles should also direct the behavior of individuals, groups and communities. European nations, including their Muslim minorities, need to confront radical, militant fundamentalism and terrorism for the common good and future of all Europeans.’. This will be put out for each individual person to sign. And that is how we’ll deal with this. It is not considered a statement of the whole group, but those who’d like to sign it are encouraged to do so. I certainly will myself. Can we accept that as read? Thank you. (Applause)…Now I come to those sort of necessary things that are necessary and  important to do for any conference. And that is that I’d like to have you all turn your eye to the last part of the booklet we handed out to you; and that is page fifteen, which shows you the people who have stood behind us in general. And who have helped us in specific to this conference. We are very, very pleased that they have done so and we all know how difficult it has been for each of them to do so. The last page defines the logos of those, and most importantly of all of these things, finances not being unimportant. I’d like to thank Lucie Bratinková, Marcus Dill, Chantal Hughes, Hana Rezkova, Jakub Svěrák, Tara Whitaker and mostly though Dr. Barbara Day.… whom I annoy at least fifty times a day from every point of the planet wherever I call. I sometimes call and then she says: ‘Do you know that it’s three o’clock in the morning here?’ 

Finally, the Prague Society does belong to a network and the network is Global Panel. You can look at the internet; ‘globalpanel.net’ and get a feel for what that network is. I want to thank all of you for putting up with us today. And I don’t want the final word, so if somebody would like to have it? It is Pavel Bratinka, as we agreed.

Bratinka: I think that we can see that this was the first attempt to bring people of so many diverse walks of thinking to Prague to confront these issues of living in a multicultural, multi-religious society. I’m very satisfied that we moved far beyond mere exchange of niceties and inanities, that we managed to touch even some raw nerves, here. Because time is late and there is time for niceties but there is time for hard work, and I think we have done a little bit of hard work which will be needed to arrive at better or improved world. I myself was very enriched to be able to see the underlying reasoning of some of you around the table. And I inferred from the reactions to various points which were made how better to confront these issues next time. And I hope that many of you would share the same judgment about this conference with me. Although this table was surrounded by people of diverse convictions – on one side there were several atheists around the table; and going through the center of people who are strongly ethical to the very end, where are people of deep religious convictions. So we were, religiously speaking, a very diverse lot. But I think that I will get your approval if I say that this conference taught us one fundamental lesson. That is: that only truth will liberate us, that is the willingness to confront issues as they are, and I cannot deny that truth is a very deeply religious concept so I hope the atheists present would not be insulted or injured if I say that we have been – all of us provided we are committed to the truth – in fact behaving religiously.

 The final point I would like to make is that I got a strong feeling that this conference left many things unsaid, and unfinished. So I think that there is a need for a kind of follow-up, sometime next year, provided of course we will get the support for such an undertaking. And frankly speaking I would like to see more people from Muslim communities around the table than we managed to get here this time.

 It remains to me to thank openly and with a strong accent to express thanks to Charles University which has provided us with this beautiful space. And also mentioned on the back pages of this booklet is the Center for Theoretical Studies, which provided certain sponsorship for us. The Center for Theoretical Studies is a small entity very untypical of the Czech academic life. It’s funded by Charles University and from independent sources and contains some very intelligent people, one of them is present here but he declined to speak. Hopefully he will speak next time.

 And my final point will be, of course, to thank all the participants who came –sometimes from distant countries. I thank especially Ambassador Marie who had to pack his things in forty-eight hours. 

Ellenbogen: We might have only given him thirty-seven, we’re not sure. When we finally realized that Mr. Moussa could no longer join us. Thank you… 

Bratinka:
…And of course we thank the Ambassadors who were present for a certain part of the meeting – there is still one, I know, but there was another who left. And I think that’s about all that can be said at this moment. I hope that some of you will stay with us to the dinner which we planned. So there will be some small groups hotly discussing the issues that were left unfinished at this time.

Thank you.  (Applause)

Marie: I would also like to say few words.

To thank the Prague Society for holding this very prominent subject, bringing together different people from different walks of life and different persuasions. If this conference has succeeded in putting down these conclusions it is, in fact due to the energetic, our energetic, Chairmen whose direction, fairness and being very apt, very – and his sense of humor – all this subscribed to our success and we hope that this would – as our friend said – maybe you would hold other seminars to tackle some important issues prevailing in our troubled world. 

Thank you.

Ellenbogen: Thank you very much. Thank you to all of you. (Applause) Ah, Mr. al-Khoei.

al-Khoei: What I want to say basically – but I want to say something. A lot of your young staff have really put their heart into this. I attend quite few conferences. There is really a very strong touch of human decency and humanity one could see coming from them, and I really want to thank them, and they made this conference special. 

Ellenbogen: I agree and they have to be that which I’m not. Thank you very much. (Applause) Drive carefully and enjoy the evening and we will take your words seriously.    

