A Reply to the Outrage/GALHA briefing The Mayor’s Dossier on Qaradawi Distorts the Truth
The main feature of the Outrage/GALHA document is that it completely ignores the detailed evidence, presented in the Mayor’s publication Why the Mayor of London Will Maintain Dialogues with All of London’s Faith and Communities, concerning the actual role played by Dr al-Qaradawi in the Middle East and among Muslim communities internationally.

Instead, the authors of The Mayor’s Dossier on Qaradawi Distorts the Truth have stuck to their usual procedure of trawling through the Islam Online website cherrypicking quotes that can be used to misrepresent Dr al-Qaradawi as a fundamentalist extremist.

The Mayor’s dossier has shown that leading politicians such as former US president Bill Clinton and the French and Italian foreign ministers have shared platforms or held meetings with Dr al-Qaradawi, and recognise him as a leading moderate who has made an important contribution to building bridges between the Muslim world and the West. It also shows that this positive view of Dr al-Qaradawi is endorsed by major figures in Islamic studies in the West such as Raymond Baker, John Esposito, Noah Feldman and Barbara Stowasser. In their reply, Outrage/GALHA entirely fail to address these points.

It should be added that two recently published studies of the Qatar-based television station Al-Jazeera, on which Dr al-Qaradawi hosts a programme with an audience of 45 million, provides an assessment of his role which is almost identical to that presented in the Mayor’s dossier:

Hugh Miles writes: ‘Over the years he has developed an extremely high media profile, writing books about progressive Islam and now guest-hosting Religion and Life on Al-Jazeera…. His flexible interpretations of the Koran contrast starkly with the Islamic conservatism still found in Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan…. his interpretations of the Koran keenly favour women’s involvement in politics and he believes strongly that democracy and Islam are compatible.’

In her contribution to another recent book on Al-Jazeera, Naomi Sakr similarly gives credit to Qaradawi’s broadcasts promoting the right of women to stand as candidates in elections and be appointed as judges, against the opposition of conservative Saudi and Egyptian religious leaders.

Apparently oblivious to all this, the Outrage/GALHA document persists in condemning Dr al-Qaradawi for ‘the hard-line fundamentalism he preaches in Arabic to Middle Eastern audiences’.

If the authors of the Outrage/GALHA ‘refutation’ had bothered to carry out some basic research into the subject, they would have found that there are in fact some US specialists in Islam and the Middle East who do condemn Dr al-Qaradawi in much the same terms as those used by Outrage, GALHA and their co-thinkers in the anti-Qaradawi ‘London Community Coalition’ who produced the original Mayor Livingstone and Sheikh Qaradawi dossier. But these are right-wing Islamophobes such as Daniel Pipes and Robert Spencer.

Both Pipes and Spencer have not only backed the campaign against Dr al-Qaradawi’s visit to London last July but also applauded the US government’s decisions to prevent Tariq Ramadan taking up his lectureship at the University of Notre Dame in Indiana and to deport Yusuf Islam (Cat Stevens) from the United States. The role of such writers is to play up the ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis and justify the aggressive foreign policy of the US neocons by representing Islam as a threat to the West in general and to the US in particular.

Of course, nobody is obliged to side with progressive politics. But Outrage and GALHA should at least be aware of the company they are keeping.

1. Opposes socially regressive interpretations of Islam

Apostates

With regard to apostasy, Qaradawi’s main intervention over this issue has been to argue against those extremist Islamist groups that denounce as apostates all Muslims who reject their literalist, absolutist version of Islam. The opening chapter of Qaradawi’s book Islamic Awakening: Between Rejection and Extremism, which was published in 1982 in order to counter the appeal of such extremist sects to Muslim youth, takes up this issue, and advocates a pluralist interpretation of Islam in which differences of opinion are discussed in a spirit of toleration and mutual respect. The chapter is reproduced in Charles Kurzman’s well-known anthology Liberal Islam.

Qaradawi further holds that if Muslims reject their religion this is a matter between the individual and God and that they should suffer no punishment in this world. As a consequence, he is denounced by fundamentalists for his liberal attitude towards apostasy, as shown by the following recent post on a jihadist website:

‘Qaradawi is spreading his dangerous corrupt doctrine everywhere which destroys the religion. He publicly proclaims that every Muslim can renounce Islam, and has the freedom of religion or of choice and that Islam guarantees to him the freedom of apostacy. O group, this deviant mocks religion and destroys religion, and where is the one who will respond to that? Why are you sleeping? When will you awake? Why do many of you find satisfaction in words and open the door to apostacy and renunciation of religion?’

Yet Outrage/GAHLA use a quote from Islam Online concerning organ transplants (!) to claim that Qaradawi ‘supports … the killing of apostates – those who have rejected Islam’. Their false accusation was taken up and publicised by Nick Cohen in the Observer.

Those who do in fact advocate the killing of apostates are the very extremists whose views Qaradawi has spent years struggling against. In 1992, when the Egyptian secularist Farag Foda was assassinated by one such extremist, the ‘New Islamist’ current with which Dr al-Qaradawi is associated responded with ‘unambiguous condemnation’ of the killing.

Hijab

Within this reformist Islamist current there are differences of opinion on the hijab issue. As Professor Baker explains in Islam Without Fear, while the New Islamists have argued against the necessity of the face veil:

‘On the related issue of the hegab (head scarf) that covered a woman’s hair but left her face exposed, the New Islamists reached no equally strong consensus as a school. The hegab is, of course, far less restrictive and easily adapted to the most modern lifestyles and careers. Some figures, including Muhammad al Ghazzaly, Yusuf al Qaradawy, Tareq al Bishry, and Fahmy Huwaidy, clearly favoured the hegab and even regarded it as a religious duty, while others like Kamal Abdul Magd and Selim al Awa appeared to assign far less importance to the issue.’

However, while Qaradawi may be among those ‘New Islamists’ who take a conservative view on this matter, this does not mean that he favours imposition of the hijab. At the hijab conference at City Hall in July, Qaradawi opposed the ban on the Islamic headscarf in France and elsewhere not on the grounds that hijab should be made compulsory but on the basis of his well-established commitment to pluralism: ’Plurality is a universal phenomenon. Why do we think in our social life that one way should predominate? Is that civilisation?’

Domestic violence

Outrage/GALHA claim that Qaradawi ‘sanctions domestic violence in certain situations’ and for the umpteenth time they quote his exposition of verse 4:34 of the Qur’an, while claiming that it is his own personal view. Qaradawi’s statements on this issue are in line with a tradition of remaining true to the text while placing the mildest interpretation on the words. In an interview with the Guardian during his London visit Qaradawi ‘stressed he did not believe in wife-beating and was attempting to contextualise the Koran's teachings, to avoid more extreme interpretations which have been made”.

2. Supporting terrorism

The Mayor has made clear from the outset that he rejects Dr al-Qaradawi’s views on the issue of Palestinian organisations such as Hamas carrying out suicide bombings. He has, however, pointed to the hypocrisy of demanding that he should reject dialogue with supporters of Palestinian militant groups while welcoming dialogue with supporters of the Sharon government.

In response to the Islamophobic hysteria provoked by Dr al-Qaradawi’s visit to London last year, one US political scientist, who noted that Qaradawi had ‘roundly denounced the violence and intolerance of radical Islamist groups, and was a prominent early public critic of extremists in Egypt’, offered the following balanced assessment:

‘The charge against Qaradawi is that he supports terrorism. True? Yes and no. It's true that Qaradawi has endorsed suicide bombing in the Israeli-Palestinian context; he did so with some nuance, and insisted on a tight contextualization, but he did endorse “martyrdom operations”, which he distinguishes from “terrorism”…. Should that outweigh a lifetime of condemning and combating Islamic extremism and terrorism, his condemnation of September 11, or his vast potential to bridge the gap between mainstream Islamism and the West?’

3. Sikh organisations

Outrage/GALHA dispute the Mayor’s statement that the Sikh organisations withdrew from the ‘Community Coalition’ after it failed to substantiate the accusation that Qaradawi advocated targeted proslytisation of Sikhs. The letter these organisations wrote to the Mayor makes it clear that this is precisely what did happen:

‘Following the original letter we became aware of media interest in this matter and requested members of the coalition to provide specific evidence relating to Dr Qaradawi in relation to targeted proslytisation of Sikhs that had been suggested and formed the basis of our support. To date sufficient evidence has not been forthcoming….’

4. No Muslim group associated with the document

The authors attempt to refute the Mayor’s point that not a single Muslim group supports the anti-Qaradawi ‘Community Coalition’ and its publication Mayor Livingstone and Sheikh Qaradawi. They claim: ‘The Gay Muslim group Imaan were party to the discussions all along.’ In fact, as the discussion on Imaan’s website makes clear, the group’s chair signed up to the ‘Community Coalition’ without consulting the rest of the group. When Imaan’s members became aware of this they strongly objected to his actions. Consequently, Imaan withdrew from the Coalition and was not a signatory to the 9 November letter to London Assembly members that accompanied the Mayor Livingstone and Sheikh Qaradawi dossier.

There was a serious and thoughtful discussion on the Imaan website concerning the group’s attitude towards the anti-Qaradawi campaign, and not a single contributor supported it. The Mayor’s publication Why the Mayor of London Will Maintain Dialogues with All of London’s Faith and Communities quoted from a post which concluded: ‘If Qaradawi comes to London again and Outrage and the other racists form a campaign against him, I will be out there standing against them and I will defend him.’ Outrage/GALHA object that this was the view of a single Imaan member.

In fact, the other contributors to the discussion broadly supported him. One wrote: ‘I add to the objections of aligning ourselves as Queer Muslims with the racists in Outrage and other such organisations.’

The Outrage/GALHA document quotes another contributor as stating that ‘sooner or later you are going to have to take on and defeat the views preached by Imam's such as Qaradawi’. However, they fail to point out that this same Imaan member described Qaradawi as ‘quite moderate and considered in his preaching’ with regard to homosexuality’ (see below). He went on to say: ‘Outrage have aligned themselves with a group of people that object to Qaradawi for their own anti-Islam reasons. This is sheer bigotry and now Outrage will carry that label with them.’

The objections of Imaan members to the ‘Community Coalition’ were twofold. First, that the anti-Qaradawi campaign hurt all Muslims by ‘generating effects within the media that have largely produced the opposite effect to their stated objectives in that they have served to intensify the general islamophobic tone within the country’. And, secondly, that the campaign made it more difficult for Imaan supporters to get a hearing among the majority of straight Muslims.

One contributor to the debate added that ‘over the years Ken Livingstone’s record on empowering Gay and Lesbian Rights is more impressive that Peter Tatchell’s, which frankly, at times, has been more self-indulgent than effective.’

5. Female circumcision

The introduction to the fatwa on female circumcision that appears under Sheikh Qaradawi’s name on the Islam Online specifically rejects clitorectomy and other more extreme practices.
 Furthermore, Qaradawi stresses that female circumcision is itself not required by Islam. Indeed, his fatwa on the subject was issued to coincide with UNICEF’s international day against female genital mutilation, an initiative that received favourable coverage on the Islam Online website under the headline: ‘Female Circumcision Not Obligatory: Qaradawi’.

Of course, this falls short of a demand for the total abolition of all such practices. However, in circumstances where many young girls are forced to undergo horrific sexual mutilation which is sometimes carried out in the name of Islam (though the practice is not of course restricted to Muslim societies), Qaradawi’s role in this area as in others is to advocate moderation and restraint.
In July, however, at the time of Qaradawi’s visit to London, Outrage issued a press release in which Brett Lock accused him of advocating ‘a bloody, violent assault on the bodies of children … an extreme form of child abuse’.

The press release went on to quote the US Muslim Women’s League on the ‘horrific consequences’ of the procedure supposedly advocated by Dr al-Qaradawi: ‘normal sexual intercourse is not possible without a corrective procedure and childbirth frequently involves severe trauma that can result in life-threatening haemorrhage. Other complications include chronic urinary tract and other infections, infertility, psychological trauma, sexual dysfunction, menstrual problems and several other negative medical and emotional outcomes.’

In reality, as reference to the original Muslim Women’s League article reveals, what is being described here are the results of a barbaric practice known as infibulation.
 The attempt to associate Dr al-Qaradawi with such butchery is dishonest in the extreme. But it is entirely typical of Outrage’s methods.

6. Islamophobic quotations and Qaradawi’s ‘extremism’

Islamophobic quotations

With regard to the Islamophobic quotations used in the anti-Qaradawi dossier, the Outrage/GALHA document complains that the Mayor’s reply ‘allows the reader to believe that they were made by the compilers of the coalition’s briefing’. In fact, the Mayor’s reply states clearly that the coalition’s dossier ‘quotes without comment a series of authors who suggest that the headscarf is part of an extremist Islamic conspiracy’. As anyone who reads the dossier can confirm, these authors are not quoted neutrally but with evident approval.

Although the dossier gives the source of the quotes as the Middle East Information Centre,
 the material in fact derives (like much else in the dossier) from the Middle East Media Research Institute (MEMRI). The quotes are all taken from a report by Aluma Dankowitz, entitled ‘The Muslim Debate Over the French Veil Ban’. Dankowitz is the director of MEMRI's ‘Reform Project’,
 the purpose of which, one critic points out, is to ‘select statements by pro-American reformers who concentrate on criticizing other Arabs’.

Nowhere does the anti-Qaradawi dossier suggest that it is a legitimate democratic demand on the part of young Muslim women that they should have the right to observe their religion while pursuing their education. Instead, quotations are drawn from the MEMRI compilation in order to portray these young women as political extremists, or at best the pawns of extremists.

Given MEMRI’s well-established record of dubious extracts from the Arab media, it is quite possible that the passages Dankowitz reproduces give a false impression of the quoted authors’ arguments. It is certainly the case that Abd Al-Mun’im Sa’id’s article from the English language Egyptian weekly Al-Ahram is extracted by MEMRI in order to give a one-sided view of his attitude towards bans on the hijab.

Although Sa’id wrote that Muslims ‘have, rightly, revolted against the French decision to ban the hijab’ and condemned suppression of the hijab in Turkey as ‘secularist extremism unbefitting a democratic state, and an encroachment on personal freedoms’,
 these statements were omitted by MEMRI, who selectively quoted from Sa’id’s article in order to imply that he saw any defence of the hijab as being motivated by Islamist extremism.

The MEMRI extract was then further truncated by the authors of the anti-Qaradawi dossier to read as follows:

‘Islamic fundamentalism has begun to infiltrate various expatriate Muslim groups. The issue of the hijab was being presented as a first step on a long path of religious duties culminating in “Jihad”…. It is time to save the world’s Muslims not from unfair treatment, but from the extremism in their midst, which is threatening to burn their bridges with the rest of the world.’

The issue, therefore, is not the actual views of Abd Al-Mun’im Sa’id himself but rather the use made of his article by MEMRI and, following them, by the anti-Qaradawi ‘Community Coalition’.
In the case of another of the authors quoted – the right-wing Iranian writer Amir Taheri – MEMRI (and the ‘Community Coalition’) would, however, appear to have given an entirely accurate summary of his views.

Taheri’s contribution to the hijab debate, quoted by MEMRI and then repeated in the anti-Qaradawi dossier, was published in the Murdoch-owned New York Post. The selected quotation reads:

‘This fake Islamic hijab is nothing but a political prop, a weapon of visual terrorism. It is the symbol of a totalitarian ideology inspired more by Nazism and Communism than by Islam…. It is used as a means of exerting pressure on Muslim women who do not wear it because they do not share the sick ideology behind it. It is a sign of support for extremists who wish to impose their creed, first on Muslims, and then on the world through psychological pressure, violence, terror, and, ultimately, war.’

Taheri has a section of US neocon consultancy Benador Associates’ website devoted to his writings,
 which include such articles as ‘Islam and Democracy: The Impossible Union’.
 He has also contributed to the Islam Review website, the stated purpose of which is to ‘demonstrate that the fundamental teachings of Islam are incompatible with the Christian faith, and the American way of life’.

A report by Taheri for the US National Review on the mass protest against George W. Bush’s state visit to Britain in November 2003 gives a flavour of his politics. The demonstration was described by Taheri as ‘organized by a shadowy group called “Stop the War Coalition”, part of the Hate-America-International, which has orchestrated a number of street “events” in support of the Taliban and the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’. Taheri informed his readers that the Stop the War Coalition was based on an alliance of Marxists and Islamists along the lines proposed by Ayman al-Zawahiri and Carlos the Jackal!

This is the sort of person whose views on the hijab are promoted by the authors of the anti-Qaradawi dossier.

‘Theologians of terror’

Outrage/GALHA make much of the appeal presented to the United Nations asking it to take action against Qaradawi and other so-called ‘theologians of terror’. However, as MEMRI has explained: ‘The idea to petition the UN with this request was raised by the Jordanian writer and researcher Dr Shaker Al-Nabulsi in early September 2004, in response to the fatwa issued by Sheikh Yousef Al-Qaradhawi ... which called for the abduction and killing of US citizens in Iraq.’


As has been demonstrated in the Mayor’s dossier, Qaradawi made no such call – indeed, he immediately denied the false report.
 Leading Egyptian journalist Fahmi Huwaydi obtained a recording of the meeting in Cairo on 30 August 2004 where the statement was allegedly made, and was able to confirm the accuracy of Qaradawi’s denial. Qaradawi has since filed a lawsuit against the Abu Dhabi newspaper al Ittihad which broke the story.

Marc Lynch, a US Middle East specialist who translated the relevant excerpts from Huwaydi’s article and published them on his weblog, complained that ‘a number of American magazines and newspapers have expressed no interest in this information when I presented it to them. As I feared, the conventional wisdom has congealed around a lie’.
 Outrage and GALHA continue to propagate this lie.

Nabulsi is part of a tendency calling themselves ‘neo-liberals’ who, in Nabulsi’s own words, advocate ‘freedom, democracy, and free markets’ in the Middle East and, ‘in light of the inability of the domestic elite and the fragile political parties’ to achieve these objectives, see ‘no harm in asking for assistance from outside forces’.

Al-Jazeera journalist Faysal al-Qassem has criticised Nabulsi and his co-thinkers as follows:

‘Are they not closer to the neo-conservative Americans who are destroying the world, than to the real liberals…?… Why do they lean blindly toward anything Western?… Why do they depict America as a benevolent angel who has come to save us from our evils?… How is it that the neo-liberal Arabs call for tolerance while taking the lead in accusing [others] of heresy? Doesn't liberalism advocate acceptance of others and interaction with all factions?. Why are they antagonistic to anyone who opposes them? Is this Liberalism or a repulsive Fundamentalism? Are they anything more than a fifth column?’

As Raymond Baker has demonstrated in Islam Without Fear, Qaradawi is part of a reformist Islamist tendency which urges political change but, in contrast to the ‘neo-liberals’, rejects Western hegemony and seeks to promote an indigenous democratisation movement. Islam Online has reported Qaradawi as arguing that, whereas Washington ‘seeks a kind of change serving its own interests’ in the Middle East, the reform that Muslims want is one ‘which is emanating from inside, and that serves their own interests and visions’.

This approach brings Qaradawi into conflict with the pro-US perspectives of Nabulsi and the ‘neo-liberals’. After Qaradawi gave a talk in June 2004 stressing that ‘democracy is the essence of Islam’, rather than welcome this as a contribution to the struggle for democratisation Nabulsi instead launched a bitter attack on Qaradawi, declaring that ‘the term “democracy” does not exist at all in Islam’.

Nabulsi also dismisses Qaradawi’s denunciations of terrorist atrocities such as 9/11 and the Bali bombing as an irrelevance, on the grounds that Qaradawi supports the resistance in Palestine and Iraq and is ‘the spiritual father and religious media adviser to al Jazeera, which calls for violence in those places’.

The petition to the UN organised by Nabulsi was an integral part of this campaign to discredit Qaradawi and the reformist currents within Islamism, by portraying them as no different from the supporters of Al-Qaida. Thus the leading moderates Dr al-Qaradawi, his fellow Egyptian ‘New Islamist’ Mohamed al-Ghazali and the Tunisian democratic reformer Rashid al-Ghannouchi
 were lumped together with two Saudi Islamists who were quoted as supporting the 9/11 attacks. All were categorised by the authors of the petition as ‘psychotic members of dogmatic Muslim groups encouraging the commission of terrorist acts in the name of and under the banner of Islam’.

It is also worth mentioning that another of the individuals behind the petition against Qaradawi was Nabulsi's friend Jawad Hashim, who was convicted in absentia in the United Arab Emirates of embezzlement from the Arab Monetary Fund. In a further court case in Britain he was ordered to repay over $130 million to the AMF. Before that, Hashim was Saddam Hussein's minister of planning.

As for the assertion by the ‘Community Coalition’ that the petition was ‘signed by over 2,500 of the world’s leading Muslim intellectuals from 23 countries’, by the end of last year the number of signatories reportedly came to 4,000. But these were just random individuals who had visited the website of the online journal Middle East Transparent which carried the petition. Since the publisher was claiming ‘2,000 to 3,000 visitors per day’ to the site, we would have to conclude that only a tiny minority of them actually supported the petition.

Qaradawi as ‘Islamo-fascist’ extremist

The authors of the Outrage/GALHA ‘refutation’ claim: ‘Many refugees from Islamist repression in the Arab world condemn al-Qaradawi as an apologist for “Islamo-fascism”.’ The only one we are aware of is Ramzi Isalam of Outrage. Indeed, a contributor to the rigorously liberal website Muslim WakeUp! is on record as citing Qaradawi as a leading opponent of ‘Islamo-fascism’, using a quotation from the chapter in Kurzman’s Liberal Islam that originates in Qaradawi’s book Islamic Awakening: Between Rejection and Extremism. 

The Outrage/GALHA document goes on to state: ‘Arab News points out that al-Qaradawi’s gentle words in London “don’t match” the extremism he preaches in the Middle East.’ The reference is to a single article in Arab News, written by Abdul Rahman Al-Rashid (one of the pro-US Arab intellectuals boosted by MEMRI’s ‘Reform Project’) and published as part of the witch-hunt against Qaradawi arising from his London visit.

The burden of Al-Rashid’s article was that Qaradawi is an anti-semite who rejects all dialogue with Jews. However, Qaradawi not only forcefully rejected such accusations during his London visit but has since made his position on this issue so clear that even MEMRI can’t distort it:

‘I welcome Jews who dissociate themselves from what Israel is doing, and I welcome being with them [at the same conference]…. I oppose dialogue with Jewish rabbis living in Israel, who support the crimes committed by Israel. With them there is no possibility [of dialogue]… We will hold a dialogue with those who are reasonable among them, as well as with the Christians, as indeed I have been present at a number of conferences for Islamic-Christian dialogue. But with those “who do evil”, as Allah said, we shall neither argue nor shall we have any dialogue.’

It is difficult to see how Dr al-Qaradawi is more worthy of condemnation than supporters of the Sharon government who reject dialogue with Qaradawi on the grounds that he supports Palestinian militants in their struggle against the Israeli state.

The Mayor has made clear that he believes both positions are wrong. It is only through dialogue that a peaceful solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict can be achieved. What is necessary is a just settlement which implements the United Nations resolutions calling on Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories and recognises the rights of the Palestinians and Israelis to their own states within secure borders. The Mayor intends to make what contribution he can to that development by discussing with supporters of both sides.

Al-Rashid followed up his Arab News attack on Qaradawi with another piece in September in al-Sharq al-Awsat which began with the assurance that ‘almost all terrorists are Muslims’ and urged readers: ‘Let us listen to Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the Sheikh – the Qatar-based radical Egyptian cleric – and hear him recite his "fatwa" about the religious permissibility of killing civilian Americans in Iraq. Let us contemplate the incident of this religious Sheikh allowing, nay even calling for, the murder of civilians.’

This was reprinted widely, including in the anti-Qaradawi dossier produced by the ‘Community Coalition’
 – but it was of course based on the false report of Qaradawi’s 30 August speech in Cairo. Despite the fact that the report was exposed as baseless, Abdul Rahman Al-Rashid has never to our knowledge retracted the accusation. This is a sufficient comment on the reliability of his criticisms of Dr al-Qaradawi.

Tatchell and Islamophobia

Outrage/GALHA express indignation at the charge that Peter Tatchell should be described as having a history of Islamophobia. However, as long ago as 1995 Tatchell warned that ‘homophobic Muslim voters may be able to influence the outcome of elections in 20 or more marginal constituencies. Their voting strength could potentially be used to block pro-gay candidates or to pressure electorally vulnerable MPs to vote against gay rights legislation (and other liberal measures)’.

One prominent lesbian activist in the USA accused Tatchell of ‘giving a gay obscurantist cover to the politics of intolerance’ and compared him to the late Dutch racist Pim Fortuyn: ‘If Muslim voters are so vulnerable to radical Islamists’ persuasion, why not restrict their immigration to England, as the Dutch have sought to protect their "liberalism" and "civilization" by implementing more and more anti-immigrant measures? I won’t be surprised if Tatchell one day crosses the thin boundary between his rhetoric and Fortuyn’s.’

Tatchell also applies criteria when it comes to rejecting political co-operation with Muslims which he does not apply to adherents of other faiths – another indication of Islamophobia (see below). 

7. Repression of homosexuals

The assertion that Dr al-Qaradawi supports the execution of gay men relies exclusively on a single quote from his book The Lawful and Prohibited in Islam. In the relevant passage Qaradawi says that views differ among Muslim scholars and some have argued that gay men should be put to death. He does not state his own view. Even Martin Kramer, an US/Israeli academic who is uncompromisingly hostile to Islamism and joined in the denunciations of Qaradawi during the latter’s visit to London last July – but, unlike Outrage and GALHA, retains some intellectual honesty – did no more that comment sarcastically that “Actually, Qaradawi hasn't made up his mind about the punishment”.

It should also be noted that The Lawful and Prohibited in Islam was published … in 1960! If indeed Dr al-Qaradawi holds that gay men should be executed, then one might assume that during the subsequent forty-five years he would have made the point elsewhere. But Outrage and GALHA have been unable to find even one example of this.

Ramzi Isalam of Outrage recently asserted that Qaradawi has ‘advocated death for gay people’ on his Al-Jazeera television programme.
 There is no other account of Qaradawi’s broadcasts that supports this allegation. If Qaradawi were in the habit of broadcasting calls for the state execution of gay men, this would undoubtedly have been seized on by the Middle East Media Research Institute, which devotes considerable energy to finding quotations from Qaradawi that they can use to attack him. But the only example of Qaradawi’s views on homosexuality that MEMRI has been able to come up with is the following excerpt from an Al-Jazeera broadcast of 28 November 2004, where Qaradawi refers to the campaign against him during his London visit:

‘One of the main reasons for this campaign was that I object to the homosexuals. They said to me, “You hold a hostile position against homosexuals.” When they asked me in the press, on television, on the radio, and in other media, “What is your opinion?” I said: “I don't have an opinion on homosexuals.” My opinion is the same as decreed in Judaism, Christianity, and the Islam, and which appears in the Torah, the New Testament, and the Koran, and which was announced by the Pope of the Vatican, the founders of Christianity, the rabbis of Judaism, and the moral philosophers. This is the opinion of all of these. I have no personal opinion on this matter.’

As the Mayor’s dossier pointed out, Ziauddin Sardar, author of Desperately Seeking Paradise: Journeys of a Sceptical Muslim (and a proponent of ‘liberal Islam’ even in the restricted sense used by Outrage and GALHA) has applauded Qaradawi’s broadcasts for ‘the humanity and pragmatism of his fatwas’, contrasting this to ‘the extremist pollution disseminated by the mullahs who grace television screens in Egypt and Saudi Arabia’.
 Hugh Miles’ book on Al-Jazeera, quoted above, describes Qaradawi’s broadcasts in similar terms. Obviously, Sardar and Miles missed the broadcasts in which Qaradawi called for gay men to be killed. In fact, it would appear that Ramzi Isalam of Outrage is the only person to have seen them.

In the Channel 4 News interview in July, Qaradawi said of homosexuality: ‘It is sufficient for a Muslim to object to it verbally or at least within his conscience. We are not required by our faith to declare a war against homosexuality and homosexuals.’
 He told the Guardian: ‘Muslims have no right to punish homosexuals or mistreat them as individuals.’
 Does this sound like someone who advocates the killing of gay men?

A member of the Muslim lesbian and gay group Imaan had this to say about Dr al-Qaradawi’s views on gay sex: ‘Qaradawi is actually quite moderate and considered in his preaching. He counsels that homosexuality is a sin (does anyone expect anything else from a celebrated Imam?) but teaches against detrimental acts toward gays by the Ummah [the world Muslim community].’

Contrary to the claim by Outrage/GALHA, the point about the Chief Rabbi in the Mayor’s dossier had nothing to do with the verse from Leviticus on homosexuality. Dr Jonathan Sacks was quoted as saying that ‘in Judaism homosexuality is forbidden’, and that the abolition of Section 28 would ‘lead to the promotion of a homosexual lifestyle as morally equivalent to marriage’ and ‘frustrate any attempt to educate children in the importance of marriage as the basis of a stable and caring society’.
 The question was asked – do the supporters of the anti-Qaradawi dossier argue that Dr Sacks should be banned from City Hall? An answer has not yet been forthcoming.

8. Uniquely reactionary

The Outrage/GALHA document denies that Peter Tatchell regards Islam as ‘uniquely reactionary’ and says he has campaigned against homophobia within other faith communities.

It is true Tatchell and Outrage protested against religious opposition to the abolition of Section 28 and the equalisation of the age of consent – but the history of their campaign has now been rewritten by Tatchell. Ignoring the fact the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) resisted legal reform in company with the then Archbishop of Canterbury, the Chief Rabbi and leading Roman Catholics, Hindus and Sikhs, articles by Outrage now refer to the MCB as having formed ‘an alliance with the right-wing Christian Institute’ to block reform.

The aim is evidently to present the MCB as some extremist body. Indeed, Tatchell goes so far as to suggest that the MCB not only consists of ‘rightwing Islamists’ but even opens the door to ‘Islamo-fascism’:

‘Organisations like the Muslim Council of Britain are actively homophobic. They lobbied MPs to oppose the repeal of Section 28 and to support the discriminatory gay age of consent of 18. This push for political influence by rightwing Islamists in Britain is only the beginning. Muslim feminists and socialists warn of the global threat of "Islamo-fascism". They denounce fundamentalist Islam as the religious equivalent of the BNP – but more dangerous.’

Tatchell’s double standards over religion were recently demonstrated when he declared his willingness to campaign against Robert Mugabe alongside Pius Ncube, Archbishop of Bulawayo,
 even though the latter is a conservative who has criticised Vatican II for introducing ‘too much humanism’ into the Catholic church.
 Yet, in the case of Islam, Tatchell argues that it is acceptable to form alliances only with liberal Muslims (defined by Tatchell as those who accept his views on secularism and sexuality). He has not only attacked the Mayor for co-operating with Qaradawi in opposing state bans on the hijab, but has also argued against the involvement of the Muslim Association of Britain (MAB) in the anti-war movement, condemning what he terms ‘alliances with rightwingers like Qaradawi and the MAB’.

9. GALHA and Pim Fortuyn, and law against religious hatred

Outrage/GALHA deny that ‘the Gay and Lesbian Humanist Association is sympathetic to Pim Fortuyn and is opposed to laws against incitement to racial hatred’. They argue that an article on Fortuyn in the Gay and Lesbian Humanist magazine, written by its editor Andy Armitage, did mention critical views of the Dutch racist. However, the article made quite clear the author’s own sympathies for

‘a man like Fortuyn, of whom a schoolteacher queuing to sign a condolence book said: “There were so many things that couldn't be said in our country, and it took someone with Pim's courage and charisma to say them.”… his “crime” in the eyes of many was that he said his country could take no more immigrants. And, like many readers of this magazine who may consider themselves politically opposite to Fortuyn in some areas, Fortuyn attacked Islam for its intolerance to gay people. A poster outside Rotterdam's town hall before the election said, “Sleep well, Pim. Because of you, Holland will stay awake.”’

The Outrage/GALHA document points out that in his article Armitage quoted a letter by GALHA spokesman Terry Sanderson to the Guardian, which rejected Fortuyn’s views on immigration (unlike Mr Armitage, who refers to Fortuyn’s anti-migrant stance as a ‘crime’ in ironic quotation marks). However, Sanderson’s letter continued: ‘In accommodating the Muslim community in Britain, we will have to confront Islam's attitudes to women, democracy and human rights in general.’

Who is this ‘we’ who must ‘accommodate the Muslim community in Britain’? Presumably the white majority (‘us’) who have some problems with the backward views of the Muslim minority (‘them’). Sanderson may reject extreme right-wing views on immigration, but evidently he lacks any sense of minority ethnic groups as equal partners in a multi-cultural Britain, referring condescendingly to non-white minorities being ‘accommodated’ – and then ‘confronted’ over their religious beliefs.

In July 2004, summarising the media response to the government’s plans to extend existing race relations legislation to cover incitement to religious hatred, Sanderson reported:

‘There was rare unanimity among press pundits last week as they made clear their opposition to David Blunkett’s announcement that he intends to introduce a law banning incitement to religious hatred. The fears of the press commentators were clearly and passionately expressed. Will Cummins, in the Sunday Telegraph wrote: “A society in which one cannot revile a religion and its members is one in which there are limits to the human spirit. The Islamic world was intellectually and economically wrecked by its decision to put religion beyond the reach of invective, which is simply an extreme form of debate. By so doing, it put science and art beyond the reach of experiment, too. Now, at the behest of Muslim foreigners who have forced themselves on us, New Labour wants to import the same catastrophe into our own society.”’

It was hardly surprising that Sanderson could approvingly quote the Islamophobic racist Cummins on the subject of ‘Muslim foreigners’ … because that's what Sanderson evidently believes Muslims are.

Indeed, it was entirely in line with Sanderson’s general attitude to Islam. A few months earlier, he had written: ‘Secularism is under sustained threat from a resurgent Islam – and not just in France. In this country, too, it is becoming difficult to even discuss minority religions in critical terms without landing in trouble. We need to resist.’

Outrage/GALHA object that: ‘There is no new law against racial hatred. The new legislation is against inciting religious hatred.’ The relevant clause (subsequently withdrawn) in the Serious Organised Crime and Police Bill in fact sought to criminalise actions that incite ‘hatred against persons on racial or religious grounds’. As the government has made clear, the central purpose of this amendment was to close the loophole in existing race relations legislation whereby Jews and Sikhs are defended against incitement to racial hatred (on the grounds that Judaism and Sikhism are held to be mono-ethnic religions), whereas Muslims and Hindus (as members of multi-ethnic religions) are not.

For Muslims in particular, suffering from the rise in Islamophobia post-9/11 and its exploitation by the fascist British National Party, it is important that they should be afforded this legal protection. It is symptomatic of the authors’ dismissive attitude towards the rights of Muslims – also illustrated by their rejection of a woman’s right to wear the hijab – that they opposed this politically progressive extension of race relations legislation.

10. Dialogue with Muslims

Outrage/GALHA claim that nobody in the ‘Community Coalition’ opposed the Mayor engaging in dialogue with Dr al-Qaradawi. ‘The criticism of Ken Livingstone’, they write, ‘was over his red-carpet treatment of Dr al-Qaradawi and his seeming endorsement of the cleric.’ But this is another blatant rewrite of history.

When Qaradawi arrived in Britain, Peter Tatchell said: ‘He should be treated as a political pariah.’
 He added: ‘Ken Livingstone would not give a platform to the BNP. This man is even more extreme.’
 Demonstrating outside the Pro-Hijab conference on 12 July, Tatchell told the press: ‘It is an insult to every man and woman in London that he has been given a platform. He should not be here.’
 An Outrage press release stated quite explicitly that: ‘The protest outside City Hall was against the participation of Muslim theologian Dr Yusuf al-Qaradawi in a GLA-sponsored conference on the hijab.’

Three days later one of the participants in the Outrage/GALHA demonstration, Tatchell’s fellow Green Party member Darren Johnson, who had joined Outrage and GALHA on the anti-Qaradawi picket outside City Hall, put the following motion to the London Assembly:

‘This Assembly deplores the decision by Mayor Livingstone to share a platform with Professor Al-Qaradawi at City Hall, given that the latter has expressed support for the execution of homosexuals and domestic violence against women. This Assembly calls upon the Mayor to ensure that Professor Al-Qaradawi, or any other public figure who uses their position to incite hatred, is banned from City Hall.’

If Tatchell and Outrage believe that they were wrong to demand that the Mayor should deny Dr al-Qaradawi a platform at City Hall, they should say so. Instead, they now falsely claim that they had no objection to the Mayor engaging in dialogue with Dr al-Qaradawi and try to shift the argument onto the question of the welcome given to Qaradawi – which, as the Mayor pointed out at the time, was no different from the welcome he would have given to any leader of a major world religion.

‘We want dialogue with progressive, liberal muslim organisations who support universal human rights’, Tatchell has claimed, in an article written shortly after the Qaradawi visit. He went on to say:


‘If you take a mainstream organisation like the Muslim Council of Britain, which is the umbrella organisation of all muslim groups in this country, it has fought a tooth and nail battle, allied with the rightwing Christian Institute, to oppose every measure in favour of gay and lesbian human rights over the last decade. The MCB opposes an equal age of consent; it supported the retention of section 28; it has attacked employment protection in the workplace for lesbians and gays; and it says that gay people are unfit to care for children. If you read its website, there is plenty of homophobic invective, describing gay people in the most abusive, insulting and, some would say, threatening terms.

‘This is the organisation that Tony Blair invites to Downing Street and gives privileged access to when it comes to consultation on social and moral issues. No gay rights organisation and no woman’s rights organisation gets invited to Downing Street for special consultations. The Muslim Council of Britain does, despite the fact that it does not believe in full human rights for women and it does not believe in any human rights for lesbians and gay men. Now, is it ‘islamophobic’ to say that? I do not think so.’

It is quite clear from this that Tatchell rejects dialogue not only with Dr al-Qaradawi but even with the MCB – an organisation which, as he himself recognises, is the most representative Muslim organisation in Britain.
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