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Michael Franklin
Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen.  Firstly I begin with an apology.  I’m Michael Franklin, a member of the Council of the Wyndham Place Charlemagne Trust.  Our Chairman, Canon Guy Wilkinson, had every intention of chairing this, the first of our three meetings on the Foreign Policy Moral Dilemmas, but he has been summoned away in connection with his previous job with the Archbishop of Canterbury’s forthcoming visit to Quatar, and so he sends his apologies and you’ll have to make do with me.  

Before I introduce our speakers, let me say how grateful we are to Europe House for allowing us to have this meeting and indeed the other two meetings in this series here, and so I’m going to hand over to Jonathan Scheele who is the head of the European Commission office here in London, just to say a few words before we begin.

Jonathan Scheele

Thank you very much Michael and good afternoon everybody.  These really are a few words just to welcome you – the first time we have Wyndham Place here at Europe House.  You always seem to be talking about things which are relevant to our mandate for Europe House, which is to encourage debate and discussion about issues which are linked to European integration.  Clearly foreign policy is very much an important agenda point plus of course its implications for the internal workings of the European Union.  The Commission today adopted a first communication on immigration policy and migration policy and movement of people which will be followed up by a tremendously long list of different proposals designed essentially to deal with the issues which have in particular arisen from what has been happening in North Africa.  So I think that today’s discussion on what we can expect for the future is particularly apposite.  Welcome!  This is the Churchill Room – as you will see the picture of Churchill which has been lent by the government art fund; the other one is the Monnet Room, though I wonder whether we should christen it the Charlemagne Room!  But in any case we hope that this is not the last occasion when you’ll be here.  I look forward to a very interesting discussion and will get out of the way now. 

Michael Franklin

Thank you very much Jonathan.  Well as I said, this is actually the first of three meetings in the series and is addressing the very topical issue of terrorism and religious extremism.  And we are very fortunate to have David Hannay as our speaker.  I suspect he needs very little introduction to anybody in the audience, but he has had a most distinguished career in the diplomatic service being the UK Ambassador or Permanent Representative to the EU and our Ambassador to the UN, and a member of the high-level UN Reform group subsequently, and is now very active in the House of Lords.  He will speak initially and then I am happy that Dr Ahmad Achtar on my right – your left – has agreed to say a few words in response to Lord Hannay’s introductory talk.  I came across the name of Dr Achtar in a book on the whole issue of the just war in relation to current activities and he wrote an extremely illuminating chapter in that book on the Muslim, the Islamic attitude to those issues so it seems to me he is entirely appropriate, and I’m grateful to him.  He’s currently a lecturer as you see at Heythrop College and I’m grateful to him for agreeing to join us this afternoon.  

David Hannay

Well thank you very much indeed Michael.  Thank you Jonathan for your hospitality here.  It’s splendid to see you installed in your magnificent new premises.  

When I first started to think about the subject which you asked me to address which is the impact on foreign policy of terrorism and religious extremism – my mind went back to my time studying history at school and university some fifty years ago.  I apologise for a trip down memory lane, but I believe it is instructive.  At that time, in the 1950’s, the late 1950’s, just after the Suez fiasco, the general assumption, both of those teaching and of those taught, was that societies and politics where religion was the main driving force, were things of the past, dreadful warnings of what at all costs needed to be avoided now or in the future.  Of course we were still then contending with the ideologies of the twentieth century – with anarchism, fascism and communism – and had yet to master them, although we now seem largely to have done so; but those were not religious even if some of their acolytes, a dwindling number for sure, brought a kind of quasi-religious fervour and a quasi-religious syntax to their pursuit.  It was an assumption too in those days that we lived in an age of basically secular nation states; and that the increasing role in our world that we wanted to give to international institutions of a multilateral kind could only work if those institutions were purged of any sectarian religious bias.  The UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 exemplifies that sort of approach and we should never forget that every country in the world – all 192 of them – has signed up to that even if quite a few of them are not terribly good at implementing it.  

Well those early assumptions of which I speak have certainly been challenged in recent years and challenged not only by certain misguided followers of Islam.  We have had Jewish fundamentalists who killed the Prime Minister of Israel for trying to make peace with the Palestinians; we have had Christian fundamentalists who will kill people for providing abortions; we have had Hindu fundamentalists who have organised mass pogroms; we have had sectarian violence from one end of the world to another, from Northern Ireland to Indonesia.  And we now have quite a number of nation states which solemnly declare themselves to be Islamic or Jewish – states that is; and we have an international organisation, the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, whose membership is defined by religion.  So we cannot afford to ignore these trends or to treat them as of no, or only passing, significance, even if the events of 9/11 did not make that completely impossible to do.  

Now, not surprisingly, perhaps, we have, I believe, tended to overreact to those developments – 9/11 and these trends of states declaring themselves to be defined by religion.  The Global War on Terror which was proclaimed by President George W Bush was one such overreaction in my view, an overreaction both in its terminology, because dealing with terrorism is far more a matter of intelligence and police work than it is one of military action, and in the implicit assumption that a victory can be achieved at the end of the day when probably the best that can be hoped for is a gradual dwindling of the incidence of terrorism much in the way that anarchist terrorism dwindled after the First World War.  But we have also, in my view, overreacted in our more benign prescriptions for what needs to be done.  One such prescription is the famous dialogue of civilisations which President Khatami of Iran was very attached to.  I see nothing wrong in non-state dialogue between believers in different religions – how could I, since I believe in complete religious tolerance – but I do think that it would be exceptionally unwise if this dialogue were to be organised on an inter-state basis, that is to say on the assumption that State A was an Islamic state and State B was a Christian, a Jewish or a Hindu state.  We really do need to recall that two of the most populous Muslim countries, Indonesia and Turkey, are secular democracies.  It is surely not in our interest that they should be categorised as Muslim states any more than we can afford ourselves in my view to be categorised as a Christian state now that such a substantial proportion of our population are either not believers at all or subscribe to a different religion.

And then, if you look at some of the main global challenges we face – whether we are talking about poverty or hunger or disease or the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction or the problems of failing and failed states or climate change – you can see that these are not challenges that have changed that much as a result of 9/11, although some of them, weapons of mass destruction proliferation for example, have acquired an added urgency with the possibility of such weapons falling into the hands of terrorists;  but nor are they ones that can conceivably be solved other than by a resolutely cross-religious approach, by action which people of all religions can and should support and action which cannot be defined as being the exclusive property of one religion or another.  

So am I arguing for an aggressively secular approach to the formulation of policy and thus also to the formulation of foreign policy?  Well, no, I wouldn’t do that.  I fear that legislation of the sort that the French have just introduced against the wearing of the neqab and the burka is likely to be damagingly counter-productive, both domestically, in its impact on French society, and internationally to the image of French foreign policy.  Nor do I believe that the state should tolerate actions which are grossly insulting to people of a particular religion, the burning of the Qur’an in the United States being a case in point.  I trust that anyone who did that here would fall foul of the law.  And I do think that in a period when religious sensitivities in many parts of the world have been inflamed, often for not very well concealed political purposes, it is only common sense to exercise a bit of restraint over saying or doing things which cause disproportionate offence, rather than simply as many people do, proclaiming an interpretation of our human rights which permits people to ride roughshod over those sensitivities.  

Well, how does the European Union fit into all of this?  I for one, was deeply relieved that God was not, as some devoutly wished, brought into the constitutional treaty which, in any case, was rejected in France and the Netherlands.  I hope there will be no return to that.  And I do worry that there is quite so much not very well focussed and not very clearly defined criticism within the European Union of that dreadful “ism” multiculturalism.  In recent months we have had speeches on the subject from the German Chancellor, from the French President and from our own Prime Minister.  And in each case there is at least some suspicion that these politicians of the centre right are hedging against the rise of overtly xenophobic parties further to their right.  In none of them has there been, as far as I can see, any trace of what the speakers believe should be the alternative social policies in a Europe which is inevitably now, and which will inevitably remain, composed of people from many different cultures.  It is all very well to coin a phrase like “muscular liberalism” but what on earth does it actually mean?  Nor can a Europe which is in overall demographic decline and which is struggling to cope with the challenge of its aging populations afford to fall prey to anti-immigration rhetoric which is feeding on the consequences of the 2008-10 economic crisis.  

Well I have spoken a bit more about domestic policy than about foreign policy.  That is partly because I do not think that terrorism or religious extremism should become a driver of our or any other nation’s foreign policy either in a negative or in a positive sense, any more than I have ever been convinced that allowing particularly assertive ethnic groups to have an excessive voice on foreign policy is at all wise or desirable.  You only have to look at the United States to see the complications and distortions that that causes; and the contortions to which US policy makers are driven to escape from being entirely dominated by such pressures.  So I hope that we will avoid going down that road.  If I were to end with one word as a motto it would be “tolerance” which is the exact opposite of religious extremism and, in the long term I believe, still the best antidote to it.  

Michael Franklin

David, thank you for that characteristically thoughtful introduction.  I’m now going to ask Dr Achtar to respond.  

Ahmad Achtar

Thank you very much for inviting me.  I will pick up on a few things said by David Hannay.  I agree with the last word when he says that what we need is tolerance, but I want to make two points.  First of all the title, terrorism and religious extremism.  Terrorism is very difficult to define.  Now, linking it with religious extremism.  My own area is religious studies and Islamic studies so I’m not into jurist studies.  I shall pick on this.  What do we mean by “extremism”?  This word is used in various places – even in government documents - and you see that in British government programmes which are largely about how to prevent extremism, religious extremism.  Is it useful to use this particular term?  Who will determine what is extremist and what is not? Who is an extremist and who is a moderate?  I think we are going onto dangerous ground  once we go onto this route.  Here those who are speaking about religious extremism are speaking about it within an ideological seminar.  Well I think it is only those who are within any particular faith who can define what is extremist and what is moderate.  So to use this term, especially within political studies or in a document from the government, I think it is a very dangerous term.  

So what is the alternative?  How do we describe these movements?  The term fundamentalism is also a dangerous term because of its historical origin, its association for example with a different type of Protestantism in the United States.  So I also think this term is not useful to describe this phenomenon especially when you want to speak about the Islamic case.  The word radicalism might be used in this sense and many even in the Islamic scene many people will use this term radicalism.  So when it comes to the issue of extremism I think each faith has to define what is moderate for the majority of the people who believe this particular faith and what is extremism so the government has nothing to say about this particular issue.  

Now David mentioned about the issue of the Muslim state.  Usually in the literature of Islamic studies they refer to an Islamic state.  And now I think with this concept very few states would call themselves Islamic because many people deconstruct this concept, what do we mean by an Islamic state?  Is it where the majority of the population are Muslims or is it where the Islamic law, the Shariah, is governing the state or what?  So this concept itself you know it is not really well defined.

Now if you look recently, just in the last few months actually not long ago, and indeed still now in Egypt, the Muslim Brothers: I think this is a type of Islamist movement which has really had an influence all over the Middle East and they were the first group who called for the establishment of an Islamic state.  This group recently said no, we do not want an Islamic State; they didn’t use the term secularist state because secularism still has very bad connotations within the Islamic world because in some circles they understood this as “anti-religious”, although this applies to some forms of secularism but not all forms of secularism.  But the Muslim Brothers they say well we are looking for a civil state.  And this is a very big mistake.  There is another group there in Egypt which is the Islamic Jamad, the Jamia, they accept that the head of that state in Egypt or in Syria could be a Copt, a Christian.  So we have quite a big shift here on this route.

Now another point here on issues of secularisation and the issue of what is private and what is secular, and I agree with David with regard to the issues of what we find: some people call it fundamentalist secularisation: this attitude of trying to confine the religious to the private.  Religious people have nothing to say at all upon the public sphere.  And this is really where I disagree with those who advocate this form of secularisation.  So it’s difficult to define these terms.

Now let’s speak about foreign policy.  What is the common ground we can find between religious believers and those who are in charge of foreign policy and those who are in charge of the state?  I believe that the last word you mentioned is tolerance which is a value, I think our common values, this should be our starting point.  Even if once you looked into the complexity of international relations and politics – although I’m not an expert on this – last month Clinton in her speech about what’s happening in what is called the “Arab spring”, she said that something has to be done.  What is happening there, it is something, it is in accordance with our strategic interest and also in accordance with our values.  So to support democracy – and you know this youth movement, this call for freedom is really to fit into these two.  So the issue of values I believe that all, of whatever religious background, are all agreed on certain values of freedom, tolerance, and most basic, human rights.  So I think this should be the basis which can link both religious people and those who are engaged in foreign policy and I think this is where I’ll leave my case at this point, with an emphasis on common values and shared values.  

Michael Franklin

Well I’m very happy indeed, we’ve got plenty of time for discussion, comments, questions.  The floor is yours and as I say we have happily time for a discussion on some very interesting points that have emerged I think already from the discussion:  where is the frontier, as it were, of the secular state and the input of religion into many of the social and political issues with which foreign policy makers have to wrestle?  We did conceive of this series as trying to address those issues which  people – David’s successors and one or two other people from the Foreign Office who are in the audience and foreign policy makers elsewhere in the world - are having to wrestle with at this time.

-  I want to pick up Lord Hannay’s point about how the European Union, with its demographic but also I think its cultural shift away from the rest of the world, is increasingly secular in an increasingly unsecular world.  How is it to acquire the necessary religious literacy, the necessary competence both to deal with religious extremism in objective terms but also to empathise with the passions that motivate some of the other societies in the world that are much more militant and as Ahmad says, much more passionate about these convictions?

- I was much interested in a black Muslim women’s group which came to a meeting near me and they begged us not to give in to the idea of tolerance towards other nations or other people or other religions.  They said you have fought long and hard for women to have certain rights; we beg you not to be tolerant but to see that the rights that you have won, that we too may share.  

Ahmad Achtar

This really goes to the heart of the matter, you know, within the issue of human rights and the relationship between human rights and Islamic law.  And it is a very complicated subject.  And the vast majority – all Muslim, or majority Muslim populations have signed this this international Declaration of Human Rights.  But there is a contradiction between what is happening even across the most liberal states, even those who are only implementing a proportion of Islamic law, they still have this contradiction.  It is of course on equality, you know gender, no discrimination with regard to gender or religious affiliation.  There are still certain parts of Islamic law which was formulated 1400 years ago in a completely different context.  And certain of these aspects are in contradiction with certain articles of the Geneva Convention.  Now what do we have now?  It started in the last thirty years, we have certain Muslim thinkers who are calling for an interpretation of these laws to be in accord with human rights, with the International Declaration of Human Rights.  This is really a big struggle.  And it depends from one context to another.  I agree with you that this is a very important point, yes we are calling for a tolerant society but what is the limit of tolerance?  When it comes to any violation of any basic human rights, I think everyone agrees on this, I think here the line should be drawn.  

David Hannay

Well first of all the EU, how does it speak to other countries and groups?  I don’t actually accept the premise that the EU is becoming increasingly secular in an increasingly unsecular world.  I think that premise is overstated. I’ll come back again to the point that we really must not forget that the two biggest Muslim democracies are Turkey and Indonesia, and they are by their constitutions secular states and I don’t think that that’s going to change any time soon.  Turkey’s government may be a Muslim party, a mildly Islamic party, and it’s probably going to win the election in June, but it is not going to challenge the secular nature of Turkey’s constitution because if it did, there would probably be bloodshed and they don’t wish to have that, rightly. So I don’t think the premise is frankly very clearly there.  I think that the example of Iran is going to be a pretty dreadful warning against the extreme theocratic expression of a Muslim state and one which a lot of other people are going to run a mile to avoid.  So I don’t accept your premise.  Now how is Europe to talk to other states on these sensitive issues?  Well I would say by expressing itself in its own multicultural essence, that is to say as a group of 27 and perhaps going up to 35 countries, which will certainly include if we went up to 35 more than one Muslim country because Kosovo Bosnia and Turkey would be members and that will in itself bring quite substantial changes.  But even without that, there are I think I am right in saying about 20 million Muslims who are European citizens, not foreigners living in Europe, they are European citizens and so obviously in any dialogue Europe is going to have to express itself in my view in a multicultural way and not in a monocultural way.  And I think that’s a challenge and I think that’s why I personally dislike the attack on multiculturalism because I think first of all it’s badly focused, it’s rudely described as a dog-whistle approach, it is designed to get people who have much nastier views than the people who attack multiculturalism to vote for the parties of the centre right.  But I don’t think myself that that is a very fruitful way of proceeding, the attack on multiculturalism, I think what we need to do is to bring a better focus on what we mean by multiculturalism.  So I have no problem whatsoever in arguing that people living in quasi-ghettoes defined by their religion is a bad thing for society and is something which we should be trying to have social policies that work against that and that we should be trying to encourage the avoidance of that. But that’s quite another thing.  I am not saying that you should have aggressive multiculturalism.  I do to some extent agree that it is unwise for the British state for example to get into the business of actually subsidising multiculturalism.  That is what I think the essence of the Prime Minister’s criticism is.  But that does not mean to say that multiculturalism itself, spontaneous voluntary multiculturalism is something that we should be leaning against.  So I think that the best answer that I can give to your question is that Europe must learn to reflect in its external voice its internal cocktail of cultures and that is not going to be easy to achieve but it is worth trying to achieve.

As for the black African ladies who want us not to be tolerant, well I suppose I should have included at the risk of being thrown out straightaway in my list of extremisms, feminist extremism, which I’m afraid probably has found its expression in these ladies’ views.  But just to illustrate to you the problems of this, let’s take an example with which we’re all alas probably pretty familiar now, which is Afghanistan.  Now, nobody is going to tolerate the policy of the Taliban of excluding women from education, discriminating against them ever having jobs etc: that’s not going to be accepted.  But does that mean that we have to fight to the last drop of blood, Afghan blood, British French American blood in order to achieve the same degree of equality of men and women as we have in this country?  I think that would be pretty silly, frankly, to do that.  We wouldn’t achieve it anyway, and quite a few of the upheavals in the past in Afghanistan, long before the time we are talking about now, back when King Amanullah was overthrown in the 1920’s for example, was due to an attempt to go too fast in the direction of enhancing the status of women in Afghanistan.  It’s obviously going to have to be a slowish process.  There are some red lines which should not be accepted like exclusion from education which is after all probably the best way of ensuring that women’s role in Afghanistan does steadily improve over the years.  It is quite interesting how the Iranians practice no discrimination against women in the educational sphere, as a result of which they have an enormous number of women with higher education, with university qualifications, which I suspect is one of the reasons why this regime that they have now will one day be doomed – the sooner the better in my view!  So that access to education is an absolutely key issue.  But I do think we need to avoid a situation where we fight the battle in Afghanistan to the last drop of Afghan women’s blood.

-  I’ve come to a talk entitled “Terrorism and Religious Extremism”.  I have heard a bit about religion, I’ve heard only a few words about terrorism.  One of the questions which I am interested to get an answer on is, is it legitimate to treat with terrorists?  Certainly the British government finally got around to talking to Sinn Fein.  We have a situation of course where the global community insisted on democratic elections in Palestine amongst the Palestinians.  Hamas was democratically elected.  The Palestinians did what we wanted.  How did we reward the Palestinians? We refused to talk to their legally elected government, Hamas.  Are there double standards being employed?  Surely the European Union with its size and its might, an economic giant, but still a political minnow – surely the European Union should take the initiative and say to Israel, you talk to Hamas.  We’re a big market for your products, there are things known as sanctions, in fact extending it, surely, any more settlements, should lead to economic sanctions on the Israeli government.

Michael Franklin

Well thank you for taking us on to another question we said we’d address and it’s perfectly right.  Are you on terrorism?

-  Well I was going to slightly extend that.  The topic was “Terrorism and Religious Extremism” and the terrorism which religious extremism spawns usually attacks individuals, private people who have nothing to do with the government, nothing to do with the fundamental groups unless they happen to be very very unlucky.  So really the question is, does British and European foreign policy minimise the risk to the individual as we walk around the streets here?

Michael Franklin

OK shall we just try to respond to those two?

David Hannay

Well first of all just a word on terrorism because I actually slightly take issue with what you said that one can’t define terrorism.  The UN Panel on which I served, the High-Level Panel, did in fact produce a definition of terrorism.  It was drafted by Robert Badinter, a pillar of the French Jewish community and a very distinguished lawyer, and it was I think actually a brilliant effort to crack the problem.  And that definition was supported by a very large number of countries but was rejected mainly by Muslim countries because it got itself entangled with the issue about whether it was legitimate to use force against an occupying power - in Iraq for example or in the Occupied Territories of the West Bank.  Wrongly so, because Robert very cleverly drafted a definition which excluded the issue of the treatment of armed forces in occupied territories which are in fact covered already by the Geneva Convention and which require no further definition at all, and limited himself purely to the use of terror against civilians.  And that was quite a brave thing to do.  Of course it got, as you can imagine, a good deal of criticism particularly from right-wing Americans because it appeared to say that blowing up Americans in Iraq was not terrorism.  However that definition sank without a trace.  There are in fact pretty clear definitions of sectoral forms of terrorism: there are UN Conventions on things like taking hostages, hijacking aeroplanes and all these things which define very precisely what is a terrorist act in that context.  But there is no overall definition – and that is a great pity because I think we could have cracked that once and for all and done it in a way which did not get into the difficult issues about the Occupied Territories, about Iraq, about Kashmir or whatever.  But there we are.  

Now Hamas, Israel, Palestine and all that.  My answer would be quite clearly that you can talk to organisations which practice terror but you cannot negotiate with them.  It is a very clear distinction which has alas got completely ignored in all the very polarised discussion that has gone on about Hamas and the Taliban.  Any diplomat knows perfectly well the distinction between talking to people and negotiating with them.  I do not myself believe that you can or should negotiate with people who are not prepared to have as their objective the cessation of all acts of violence against anyone else, and nor do I think in the Palestinian case that you should negotiate with anyone who does not subscribe to the Arab Peace Initiative of 2002 (if I’ve got the date right).  But that does not mean to say you don’t talk to Hamas.  The object of talking to Hamas is to persuade them to respect the other two criteria and you may or may not have noticed that I have excluded from that the third criterion which the Americans, the European Union and the UN, mistakenly in my view included, which is the recognition of the state of Israel as a precondition for talking to people.  I think that is complete nonsense.  That is part of the end-state you are trying to achieve as a result of negotiations, just as the end-state you are trying to achieve as a result of negotiations is the recognition by the state of Israel, of a state of Palestine whose government is formed by whoever the majority in the state of Palestine chooses to elect to lead that government, whether it’s Fatah or Hamas or what.  So I’m very clear on this, and I’m going to be speaking on this in the House of Lords this evening – I’m very clear on the subject that we ought to, and particularly now with the Arab world in a state of great turmoil and upheaval but with some very positive possibilities there and also, we have to recognise, some negative possibilities too, I think it is time we got off onto a new footing, we revive the peace process.  I think it is very sad that Israel seems to be sitting like a rabbit caught in the headlights of the Arab upheavals, unable to move at all and merely making negative comments, like you’ve got to choose between Hamas and peace, which is not a helpful proposition at all.  And I’m sorry to tell you – not to you because I’m sure you share this view but to others who may not share this view - that it’s no good just making use of remarks like the one made last night about Osama Bin Laden: for heaven’s sake, Yasser Arafat made some perfectly unbelievable remarks about Saddam Hussein, it didn’t stop us doing a deal with him once he came to the negotiating table.  Politicians do say these silly things from time to time, they are lamentable, deplorable, but they don’t change the nature of what you should be trying to do.  So I would answer unhesitatingly that we should talk to Hamas and hopefully, one day, even negotiate with them but only if they cease all acts of violence and are prepared to negotiate on the basis of the Arab Peace Initiative, which is of course for a two-state solution.  

There’s a question about terrorism being attacks on citizens: yes, I think I’ve answered that really when I talked a bit about the definition of terrorism.  It is of course sadly the case that civilians are almost always the victims in terrorist attacks.  That is one reason why, however delighted privately or publicly we may be about the disappearance of Osama Bin Laden from the face of the earth, we shouldn’t think that this is over.  Although the analogy with anarchism which I was delighted to see in a piece in today’s Financial Times, Philip Zelikow, he also drew, does seem to me to be quite apt, that is to say, the curtain will not come down on terrorism but it may fade in significance as it ceases to have the kind of leverage and the kind of clout that it has achieved in the last few years.  

- Can I just make a point about the case of individuals and terrorist acts, especially when it’s happening here, and say who has committed this act?  Well if it’s individuals or groups you will say it is a terrorist act, but if it is the state that is committing this act and terrorising citizens whether its own citizens or those of another state, can you describe this as a form also of terrorism? Even if you want to have any definition of terrorism it should include this form as well because what is the difference if someone wants to blow himself up in the street and someone comes with an F16 and blows up the street so what is the difference between the two?  It’s the same effect, terrorising and killing civilians and citizens though the actor is different, individuals or the state so if we are going to have any talk about terrorism we should include this form of terrorism as well.  

- If we in the West believe that our values are true, virtuous, and perhaps in the example of the European Union universal, do we think it is right that terrorists when apprehended by the state be executed by the state rather than be put on trial by due process of law?

David Hannay

Well first of all, any of us as individuals privately may base our values on our religion, on what we’re taught through our religion.  But as a state, the values to which we are committed and obligated to observe under international law are not based on a religion, they are based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 which is there for anybody to read.  It is a wonderful document; it’s as valid today as it was then, and it is not and must never ever be accepted or promoted as the West’s values.  These are universal values which 192 countries have accepted and signed and ratified through whatever processes they have for ratification.  So we really must not ever move away from that solid ground.  And for example, the European Union has got a Charter of Human Rights now which has its values within the European Union but the external emanation of the European Union’s human rights approach has to be based on the Universal Declaration not on its own Charter which relates to itself and its own citizens.  So we must never ever get into a position, I would argue, where we accept that these are merely Western values.   

You talk about Osama Bin Laden’s demise.  First of all we are not in a position, many of us, I imagine, to say what the nature of the exchanges that took place in that house were, and whether or not it was an execution.  There doesn’t seem to be much doubt that there was armed resistance to the arrival of the Americans on the scene and so I think it is a little bit unwise to jump to conclusions.  If you ask me what I think about capital punishment, I will give you a straightforward answer: I am against it, and I am glad to say that the British government for quite a long time now has not only been opposed to capital punishment, and the other member states of the European Union ditto, but have campaigned actively at the United Nations to remove capital punishment from the face of the earth.  And they’re doing not too badly, frankly: there are an increasing number of states of the not very large number who still practice capital punishment who are abolishing it and others which are under great pressure.  The numbers are coming down, and in the end you’re down to effectively a very few countries of which Iran and China are the most prominent – and the United States, although it is always important to remember in the United States that there are quite a large number of states that have abolished capital punishment, and hopefully as the full horrors of the system that the other ones still operate is more and more borne home on people there will be more of that.  So I’ve no doubt whatsoever that if I’m asked, I would say it was a mistake to put Saddam Hussein on trial in a state where there was capital punishment, he should have been tried in an international court and stuck in a prison cell in the Hague for the rest of his life – if he’d been found guilty.  (I don’t imagine there’d have been much difficulty about that.)  But there is a difference of opinion about that and one has to face the fact that you will not get a single answer on that at this stage, but hopefully in 20, 30 or 40 years you will get a single answer which is: Capital Punishment no longer exists and the International Criminal Court’s writ runs throughout the world.  

Ahmad Achtar

Even if we accept that Osama Bin Laden resisted – it is difficult because one account said that he resisted arrest, they say he wasn’t armed so we don’t know what was happening there - after that, after they had killed him they said, we buried him according to the Islamic rites by throwing him into the sea.  This is not the case in the Islamic tradition, you cannot just throw somebody into the sea.  Imagine someone did this to an American, what would be the reaction in the United States?  After his death his body should have been given to his family, according to their particular traditions.  Nonetheless I definitely accept that he should have been put on trial – that the International Criminal Court should have tried him for all his crimes.  But sadly this was not the case, and the same happened for Saddam Hussein.  Saddam Hussein was tried only for the deaths of 157 people, not tried for all the crimes he committed because it would have meant opening a lot of files and Iraqis would not have been happy to try him for all these crimes.  We still wait to read the full version of what happened and why they threw him into the sea in this particular case.

Michael Franklin

I don’t suggest we pursue this much further.  We don’t have all the facts and I suspect we never will.  Let’s move on to some other questions.  

-  Your remarks that the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt are willing to accept a civil society now makes one think that they are just playing politics!  There is a basic sort of lack of clarity it seems to me in Muslim thought about the extent to which God should rule in society and actually in the operation of the state as well and the extent to which the case you were putting for human rights should be dominant.  Why is it not clear, and is there any possibility of greater clarity about the role of God in the state, in Islamic thought?

Ahmad Achtar

The issue of playing politics – everyone is playing politics, not just the Muslim Brotherhood, you get many political parties playing politics.  They Muslim Brotherhood is actually in fact a charity, but they are establishing a new party, a political party, and this party is open to elections as I say, so they are playing politics but now the Egyptians are establishing the rules, like this game and they have to play according to this game, it is a game of democracy.  There are certain elements, they have changed the constitution, but everyone has to accept the constitution, and the Egyptian people will not allow them to play games like Mubarrat has done.  So once there are rules I think the rules will be applied later on and from the start I think the Egyptian people are fully aware of what’s happening and they will throw them out if they start to go against the basic values which they fought in the last two months to achieve.  On the issue of God and politics, once they have said it is civil society these are really issues of law – but it is very different depending on the country.  The vast majority of Muslim countries I would say are secular.  What do we mean by secular?  It is a nation state and the law is established and it is the nation state that commands the court.  There are 52 Muslim majority states, more or less, the vast majority of them are secular.  The government upheld by law will control everything.  It is not the religious elite, it is the state, the nation state.  Even now in Iran it is a nation state, it is a modern concept, so religion is out of the question, it is the state that controls even religion, so it is a modern context.  Now there are issues of Islamic law and to what extent certain aspects of that Islamic legal system can control things in any particular state, and it is here that you will find a lot of differences among Muslim states.  So it is not easy to answer this particular question.  You can say for Iran or Saudi Arabia where clearly they will emphasise a lot the religious element but even in Saudi Arabia it is not a religious state. Who has the power?  It is not the Ayatollah, it is not the religious prelate, there are state controls out there now so now we are moving – it is not what you would have in the earlier context, now since the 19th century things have changed in modern states.

-  I was wondering about multiculturalism and the UK projecting multiculturalism externally and I wondered how far that is hindered by the aspect of security here, so for example a government might be hesitant actually to speak up for religious freedom in countries for fear of losing an ally at governmental level as part of counter-terrorism and foreign policy or else actually for fear of radicalisation which might then have an impact on domestic security in the West. How can governments play out or balance the promotion of human rights and tolerance overseas with the security objectives of foreign policy?

David Hannay

Well I think you are right in saying this is a difficult balance.  Just to step back one step, how does Britain for example demonstrate its multiculturalism in its external policy?  Well part of that is in the recruitment of its diplomats.  If you have a diplomatic service that broadly reflects British society, it will inevitably, as it does now, contain a number of Muslims, a number of Hindus, a number of Jews, a number of Christians: that is one way of reflecting it.  The same is true of your politics.  We now have of course Members of Parliament in both Houses of Parliament from a whole number of different religions and many from no religion so I think we are not doing too badly in a way at reflecting that, perhaps better than a lot of other countries – reflecting that multiculturalism in our external policy.  But is there a tension?  I suppose what you have in mind is a country like Saudi Arabia which is of course extremely far from applying the Universal Declaration of Human Rights insofar as women is concerned and insofar as freedom to worship is concerned.  Well the government does in fact make representations on both these issues, and the same is true of Pakistan where of course there have been some really terrible cases of murders of people because they have been advocates of tolerance.  The minister in the Punjab was the most recent one.  And the British government does speak up on these matters.  Can we go in and sort it out?  No we can’t go in and sort it out.  That’s not the way in which foreign policy can sensibly be applied and, in the aftermath in particular of Iraq, that is not the way I think that governments will seek to apply it.  When you look at what is happening in Libya perhaps the most striking thing is the contrast between what is happening in Libya and what was done in Iraq.  The way in which the care that was going to be taken is being taken and I believe will continue to be taken to ensuring that the people who as it were take possession of Libya after Gaddafi make up their own minds and form their own civil society and their own institutions and don’t have that done for them by somebody from the outside.  So I think there’s a balance to be struck as to how hard you press these issues with what are in fact sovereign foreign countries, but at the moment certainly both the previous government and this government do take up these issues and do chip away and of course in a very slow way in some cases – Saudi Arabia is one – the situation very slightly tends to improve.  In Pakistan, which is in a state of great turmoil, it would be hard to say that the situation is improving there but in the end that is going to be determined by Pakistanis themselves.

-  I’m the governor of a school in Wycombe, not a confessional school, a state school I’m very happy to be part of the community of, not a church school.  First time I walked into the playground, “Mister, why are you wearing a big red robe?” – we had a very interesting discussion about that.  Next question “are you allowed to drink in your religion?” so we had some discussion about that.  Next one “do you know Tony Blair?”.  I happened to be living just down the road from Tony Blair at the time as Chequers is in the next-door parish, I can’t say he’s a great huggy buddy but I’ve certainly come across him in various contexts.  “He’s a war criminal isn’t he Mister?”  I said that’s a very interesting thing to say!  “Well he’s a bigger terrorist than anybody else!”  and I sat down with a very interesting group of year 11’s who have a much less benign elitist view than perhaps the one we’re getting today and I just wonder how one would react to that reality or is that only a reality on the streets of High Wycombe?  

Ahmad Achtar

I would say something about what Muslims have been saying.  After Al Qaida committed 9/11 and other acts in Europe, a few months after they committed these acts, issued their religious justification for that.  They made up their minds, they committed the act and afterwards they issued the justification for that.  The act was not based on religious reasons so this is where I would argue that it is not religious violence, it is religiously justified violence.  So they committed the act, they made up their minds for various reasons, this is why we call them terrorists, and therefore we call them criminals.  Now when we look at the case of Tony Blair it is not that similar.  You want to invade Iraq, you fabricate the justification….

-  (The previous questioner continues)  It actually came down in the local context to a very real sense that people don’t want to be tolerated, they want to be engaged with and understood.  And that’s something different.  And that’s something that the more secular aspect of Britain is very bad at doing.  It fuels a kind of ignorance.  It’s as though being dumb about religion is being smart in some way, being clever.  And I think that’s another perception from that unforgettable conversation, the feeling that on one defensive level these are third, fourth generation British, these are not people from somewhere else, they are part of our community who belong to our community but don’t feel as though they belong to our community partly because of their experience of education, partly because of their experience of our media, partly because of their experience of being treated as outsiders because of their holding fast to some family traditions and values that are very formative for their identity which they feel is just dismissed and not respected  and that is an unforgettable bit of that conversation which was with a bright bunch of students.  One hears horror stories about other students who are British to the core but feel profoundly alienated from the present elite direction of British society and life.
David Hannay

Well I think first of all I’d suggest to you that tolerance and engagement are not contrasting and contradictory concepts, they are perfectly harmonious concepts both of which are needed: we both have to engage and be tolerant when we engage.  I could say something about those who believe one may take a very extreme view of human rights to express yourself in as offensive a way as you like about people who are very sensitive to that.  I personally find that a very unwise thing in the present era we live in: you could have got away with that 30 or 40 years ago but you can’t get away with it now I don’t think without causing quite disproportionate upheaval.  You seem to me to have pretty strong views about the use of the word “élite”.  I would suggest to you that “élite” is one of these labels that people slap on things they don’t like in order to avoid having to use rational arguments to justify why a particular situation needs to be changed.  The fact of the matter is that the political leadership of this country is chosen through free and fair elections, the civil service of this country are chosen through competitive examinations and we have a whole constitutional set of arrangements which are, I believe, properly described as a democracy.  And one of the reasons that they are properly described as a democracy is that you can change them.  You change them peacefully by debate and discussion and election.  And that is what I think needs to happen here.  But do I believe that you will ever get away from the situation where a relatively small number of people have to take certain crucial decisions at any moment in time and a much larger number of people are only involved periodically in elections?  No I don’t.  I don’t think it’s at all desirable you should.  I don’t think that creating the probably somewhat misguided view of what Athenian democracy was like several thousand years ago in a country of 60 million inhabitants is actually terribly sensible or likely to lead to very good results.  So somehow or other you’ve got to handle these contradictions but I would argue, I would hope, that we would continue to handle them within the constitutional framework which our ancestors fought pretty hard to establish and which includes concepts like freedom of religion and freedom to have no religion.  So I think one should be a bit tolerant – I think it’s a perfectly manageable challenge that we face here.  I agree with you that it is a challenge, and that a lot of people do feel disengaged and not involved and that needs to be changed, but I don’t think it’s a revolution we need, I think in our tradition it is an evolution that we need.

-  One of the biggest problems in this kind of discussion of ethics is the confusion among the general public about what is considered to be ethical.  And I think you were trying to say just now that young people wanted to have a say – and this is reflected in schools, in the riots about education earlier.  I think there is a feeling that there is a disconnect between what is ethical for the government, and let us say in this context for foreign policy and what’s happening for the rest of the population.  And what the government has failed to realise as far as foreign policy is concerned, it has failed to understand that the Muslim population is saying – I can only talk about the people I know and am working in the context of British Muslims – is that they are saying that there is a case to be understood from the Muslim point of view, which may be that things have to be heard on the other side that people actually don’t want to hear.  And people want to be able to say that.  I think if it was possible to say those things without fear of the security system coming and making arrests at midnight, we might have some engagement with this community.  So I think foreign policy has detrimentally affected the cohesion of Britain, and it will continue to do that while there is no clarity from the government about what its policy is going to be, and I think the impact of the last government’s failure to act effectively for the general population on security has meant that it has created unseen tensions which one can only imagine will continue to reverberate for generations to come if not sorted out now.  

David Hannay

I agree.  I think that the expression of these views in a free and unimpeded and unpunished way is absolutely crucial.  And indeed, the previous questioner rather illustrated that I thought.  After all, you can’t go into a school playground in China and denounce Mr Hu Jintao as a war criminal.  Not if you wish to spend the rest of your life in freedom outside prison.  But you can in this country.  And someone can walk up to somebody in the school playground and accuse the prime minister of the day of being a war criminal and the police don’t emerge and slap the handcuffs on him or her.  So that’s the beginning, but we have to go obviously much further than that.  We have to go to a situation in which people who consider themselves to be unheard and disenfranchised in the past – and that probably goes for quite a lot of the Muslim citizens of this country – should find and find themselves better ways to express their views, and we’re only at the very beginning of a very long journey in that respect.  So I think that we are probably moving now in a direction that is much much more representative of the overall make-up of the British population than it was even 10 or 20 years ago but we are only at the beginning.  

-  (the previous questioner continues) Can I just add to that – sorry!  I tend to disagree with you from the point of view that things are changing, because in the last government, from the Department of Education we had this policy where schools were told, if you are suspicious of any of the children you have to report it.  And from my personal experience I know of a couple of cases near where I live where children have been reported for doing more or less nothing.  It’s the idea that somebody saying something is in some way objective – it’s subjective, it’s in the ears of the person listening.  The feeling is that this population doesn’t feel it can speak, it’s not talking in an irrational manner, it feels it has to subdue, in certain situations, justified feelings.  And I think we are living in that situation right now.  And I think unless we call it what it is we shall never get to the bottom of it.  

David Hannay

Without making any justification, just on this point.  There is of course a tension between the security measures that are taken and the ability of people to express themselves in the way they want.  This tension has got much worse as a result of 9/11, the bombings of the London underground, of the bombings in Madrid and so on.  And it would be frankly completely astonishing if it hadn’t got worse as a result of those events – which were not carried out by the British or the Spanish or the United States states, they were carried out as acts of war against those states – have of course created an appalling quandary in which the state whose task it is to defend and protect its citizens has had to defend and protect them against threats that didn’t exist before.  Now have these states in some cases gone too far in that? And tipped the balance against personal values and personal rights and so on?  Yes probably it has.  We’ve got to learn from that experience and draw back and the new coalition government is in fact removing some of the policies that were put in place by the Labour government.  I personally think also that if there is a gradual diminution of major acts of terrorism then we’ll be able to much more effectively chip away at the excessive measures of security that have been installed in this period and get to something which I would hope will be much closer to normality, which is what we had before 9/11 and before the London tube bombings and before Madrid.  And I don’t think that’s an impossible situation.  I think it’s quite a possible one actually.  If we are more effective in the policies of guarding against terrorist attacks that’s what will happen.  But you are quite right: there is a tension there, and it is quite possible, and it has actually happened, that the state has gone too far.  And that’s where it’s got to be pulled back.  

Ahmad Achtar

I think here we have to distinguish between internal and foreign policy, although I speak about the internal measure of the state and this is going too far, and you mentioned that the government is trying to – sometimes they are asking university professors to spy on their students, for an extremist few.  This is really dangerous ground.  What I want to say is, are we going to sacrifice our values in the name of security, that is the question?  If we are going to sacrifice our values, the values of Britain and any other group of European states – the values of freedom and freedom of religious expression and association – in the name of security, which route are we going to follow and what will be the end?  The end will be an extremely authoritarian state.  And I’m glad that the present government is trying to look again at certain policies enacted by the previous one.  When it comes to foreign policy, ethics here, I think it is a real dilemma.  And I’m not sure if anybody managed to ask Robin Cooke his views about ethical foreign policy – how foreign policy can be ethical?  This might even in some cases be a contradiction in terms.  But the issue here is not one of ethics – even if we forget about the ethical issues and look at it from a pragmatic point of view, still it is dangerous for the international community if they try to solve all of these issues which many people see as problems.  The government acknowledges that there are international problems you know, Al Qaida is held to be bad in the Muslim world too, so the international dimension is there.  If you solve all these issues – issues like Palestine – you are eliminating a very important source of international terrorism.  From a pragmatic point of view I would say work on these issues, forget about the ethical, because it will have consequences on all of the world and not just for these particular regions, it will be universal.

-  I’d like to come back to a point that Lord Hannay made in response to a question about humanitarian abuses in Pakistan.  And there was a most appalling report recently was there not about a woman who was sentenced to – I don’t know what you call it – multiple rape by the supreme court.  Lord Hannay said of course we can’t go in and sort it out, with which I entirely agree.  We must make a case, we must talk, we must make representations.  My question is, is there not something we can do more than talk?  We have massive aid programmes.  Should we not perhaps reconsider these in that particular situation?  I’m not suggesting we should cut everything off, but perhaps we could ensure that the aid that we do give, or a good deal of it, is not channelled through governments but directly through an NGO so that it actually gets to the poorer people who need the support.

Michael Franklin

I think we shall address the aid issue in our third meeting of this series.

-  I just wanted to come back briefly to the point made just now by another questioner.  I personally prefer the terms “respect” and “trust” to the word “tolerance” which I feel has a slightly patronising dimension to it though I may be slightly naïve about using the words I have just used.  I just wondered whether in your experience, in the organisation in which you are working, you had any concrete suggestions to where – from within the Muslim community – dialogue can be improved?  I think that voice has very much got to come from within that community itself.  Are the channels open or are they (the government) being very selective and controlling in whom they speak to?  Would you have any words to say on how things could be improved from your perspective?

-  (the questioner responds)  I think the Muslim community is open to dialogue and engagement and internally challenging right from the floor, since 9/11.  The problem is that from the beginning America and Britain have been unilateral in the way they’ve tackled this so from the beginning we’ve been back-pedalling and we’ve been defensive and reactionary in response to the whole security position where whole communities have been held responsible for the minority.  Where the last government went wrong was where they made local authorities responsible for engaging with communities on issues of security.  But the fact is I think what is past is past, we can only try to move forward.  What I think is that the government needs to do is address the issues of alienation within the Muslim community, engage them as citizens and don’t even bring security into it, and then when the community feels it is a bit more secure and stable, it will automatically do its own security and be more confident about working with the government.  My argument is that the government has been dealing with the Muslim community as a civilisation and not as citizens – and it needs to do both, but it can’t confuse the two.  And I think we need to go back to the drawing board and really take the Muslim community seriously.  I really don’t think I know too many people who don’t want to be involved and engaged and who don’t take their British citizenship seriously.  They see themselves as that.  And just to conclude, we’ve run a Madrassa for the last 25 years where we live in Wembley, and last year we took students doing GCSE Islamic studies, we graduated about 10 children, who were the children of post-9/11.  These children don’t know anything else other than how to see themselves through 9/11.  They have a massive challenge ahead of them because they know nothing else.  And they don’t know how when people see them or are unengaged – it is not shaped by anything healthy or anything full of confidence.  And this is the generation that we really need to try to support, to be the future of our generation here in Britain.

-  My question is: has anyone analysed the quite amazing fact that the longest lasting, most despotic tyrannies, which have now had their revolutions, were I think – with the exception of Africa and some other states – were mainly in countries where the tyrants were or are Muslims? Is there any connection between the fact that they don’t follow their religion …

David Hannay

No, I don’t think I would agree with that.  I think that Mr Robert Mugabe who I believe is a good Catholic and appears to be in communication with the Pope, is every bit as bad as some of the others, so I don’t think there’s a huge amount to choose between that.  

On the “tolerance” problem – I’m afraid to say you’re taking me back again fifty years ago to Oxford where the Oxford school of philosophy was at that time largely devoted to parsing individual words and that’s one of the reasons why I didn’t take much interest in philosophy in those days!  And I fear that George Galloway rather damaged the brand of “respect”.  

Can governments do more with aid?  Well, they do in cases like Burma or Zimbabwe.  We have an enormous aid programme now in Zimbabwe which is entirely handled either by international organisations like the World Food Programme or UNICEF or through non-governmental organisations.  In Burma there’s not such a big one but it’s quite substantial now and it’s entirely handled through NGOs.  So in the extreme cases you can do that.  The case has to be fairly extreme because of course it is offensive to the government concerned and I don’t think it would be a very good prescription to a lot of countries whose record is not impeccable but which is not as bad as those two that I have mentioned.  One of the main objects of aiding a country like Pakistan is to improve the government of Pakistan, not to go behind its back and have nothing to do with the government.  The fact that the government of Pakistan is an extremely imperfect respecter of human rights is obvious – but is it irremediably so?  I don’t think so.  Should we not be trying to encourage civil society, the rule of law and a less corrupt civil service all across Africa?  I am sure we should.  I think that you have to be a bit careful about completely bypassing governmental organisations other than in the very extreme cases.  

Michael Franklin

Well we did say that we would conclude at 2 pm.  I am sure we could have gone on for a great deal longer.  I’m not going to sum up the discussion though one thing I take from it is that these words like terrorist and extremist and war criminal, we need to use with care.  As you know there are two more meetings in this series.  The next one is on 23 May where Sir Hugh Arbuthnott who is happily with us today will be talking about corruption and tyranny, and we will have an international lawyer who will be responding to that.  And then on 21 June Chris Bain, who is the director of CAFOD, the Catholic Aid Agency, will be talking about the challenge for foreign policy of poverty, and the uses of aid and so on.  And Sir Leslie Fielding who was very much involved in trade issues in the Commission will be responding to that.  So I hope you will all note those two dates and sign up to the rest of the series.  Could I also give a plug while I have you all here for a short service on Monday 9 May in Westminster Abbey – no doubt the trees will have been removed by then.  5 pm on Monday.  It is Europe Day and there will be a short service for those who are interested.  

But finally and of course in a most heartfelt way I would like to thank both our speakers.  Thank you all for coming but I think we’ve all been treated to a marvellously valuable and thought-provoking meeting, and on behalf of all of you, thank you very much indeed David and Ahmad.
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