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Summary: Christian and Muslim (unlike Hindu) ethics put man's duties towards God and authority above his duties towards men.  This can be used to legitimise terrorists.  Fanaticism can be undermined by sowing doubt in the infallibility of scriptures and gurus, and there are traditional ways for doing so.  This approach is more subtle and effective in the long run and less dangerous than brute force.



For Editor's introduction 

The argument:

The author, a British Hindu, discusses the current campaign against terrorism in religious terms. Christian and Muslim ethics alike (unlike Hindu ethics) put man's duties towards God and authority (commandments 1 to 5: only one God, no images, no blasphemy, sabbath; honour your parents) above his duties towards men (commandment 6: no killing).  Fanaticism can be undermined by sowing doubt in the infallibility of scriptures and gurus, and there are traditional ways for doing so.  This approach is more subtle and effective in the long run and less dangerous than brute force.



Length: 4,163 words = 23,863 characters


Ashutósh Várdhana 

A call to doubt:
A British Hindu reflects on the campaign against terrorism

This essay is dedicated to Taslima Nasrin, the secular-Muslim writer who, in her novel 'Lajja' (Shame), defended Hindus against Muslim violence.

I am a Hindu.  Single.  My closest friends are Muslims.  So close that we are practically one family. We support each other in every possible way.  I have rejoiced with them when their children were born and have mourned when their mother died, who was like a mother to me.

My friends, or 'my family' as I call them, take their religion seriously.  They try to do the will of Allah as they understand it and as they have been taught it.  Their beliefs and practices are different from Christian and secularist ones and they insist on following them with the same earnestness with which well brought-up English people insist on their arbitrary table manners or on sending Christmas cards.  That earnestness does not mean that English people or practising Muslims are fanatics or fundamentalists.

We are very fond of each other, even though they eat meat whereas I am a strict vegetarian and will not even eat fish and eggs (for religious reasons), but I too am not a fundamentalist.

The first and highest commandments of the Jew and the Christian, and therefore by and large of the Muslim, specify his duties towards God and authority:
1	Worship only one God.
2	Do not make images.
3	Do not blaspheme.
4	Keep the Sabbath.
5	Honour your parents
The commandment 'Do not kill', against which the Manhattan terrorists offended, comes only as number 6, halfway through the set.

By contrast, my highest precept (which makes me, like Gandhi, into a vegetarian) is 'ahimsa': do your best not to harm any living creature, human or subhuman, including chicken, fish, cows, the environment, and, a fortiori, human beings, be they Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, women, outcasts, dark or white races, adherents of other religions, heretics, atheists, intellectuals, or Americans, to give just some examples of groups which have been persecuted or treated as sub-humans from time to time.

I am therefore unhappy about the murder of six million Jews in German concentration camps and the million who died in the communal violence in Rwanda in 1994.  I am unhappy about the thousands of Muslims and Hindus who died in the rioting after the demolition of the Babri mosque in Ayodhya in 1992 (God does not give a damn by what name she is called and whether she is worshipped in a mandir or a mosque).  I am unhappy about the millions of animals that are slaughtered in the stockyards of Chicago every year or the 7,000 people killed in the attacks on Manhattan and the Pentagon on 11 September 2001.

My religion gives me hardly any precepts of my duties towards God.  I owe her nothing.  My ultimate aim is to gain first-hand knowledge of, and eventually be entirely united with, her.  The best way of getting closer to this goal is for me to do generously my duty towards my fellow men (and regard my duties as more important than my rights).  Knowledge of God will come to me in due course as a bonus (aka 'grace').  

As Hindus we learn expressly: your parents are God, your wife is God, your husband is God, your teacher is God, and your guest is God.  We worship God by worshipping men.  This, at least, is the duty which my guru taught me as the ideal.

Of course none of us ever fully lives up to that ideal.  Hindus, too, have perpetrated unpardonable violence.  Hindus, too, have been fanatics and offended against the spirit of their religion.  But the ideal has been formulated and continues to exist as something to aim at.  It is definitely good for people: and if God exists it is good for her as well.

In the Yoga Sutras we have ten traditional precepts (yamas and niyamas).  They can be adjusted to meet the changing needs of society (our religion develops like a living organism), just as we have not only one incarnation of God: God continues to appear on earth again and again when she is needed.  However, she is not easy to recognise.

The idea of a last prophet, a prophet for all times, is inconceivable to us.  We continue, forever, to need teachers, prophets and gods on earth.  We meet them with respect and with doubt.

My guru (peace be upon him) taught me the three highest precepts as follows (and any religion and society would do well to adopt and propagate them):

1	Do not harm any living creature (a fortiori: kill neither human beings nor animals).

2	Doubt everything said or ordered by a religious teacher, especially if he speaks in the name of God.  Your doubt must extend even to the Holy Scriptures and to the pronouncements of your own guru.  The consequence of doubt is rejection, acceptance or waiting.

Brecht: 'Check the invoice, you have to pay it.'  St Paul: 'Do not despise prophetic speech. But check everything, and accept what is good.' Bhagavad Gita: 'Learn by reverence, by enquiry and by serving your teacher' (i.e. by observing him living closely together with him).

3	Disseminate doubt, for doubt is a virtue.

Observing precepts (2) and (3) will make it easier for society to avoid gross offences against precept (1). 

It is the absence of doubt that permits people to commit acts of mass cruelty in the name of an ideal or idol, e.g. the God of whose existence they cannot be sure and whose voice they cannot physically hear or verify.

It is the absence of doubt which enabled the Nazis to run their killing apparatus.  It is the absence of doubt which enabled the inquisition to function. It is the absence of doubt which enabled the French paratroopers to torture their Muslim victims during the Algerian war of 1954 to 1962.

It is the absence of doubt which made the countless massacres and punitive expeditions of the colonial powers (including America) possible.  They are still well remembered in the third world.  And are we now to add another punitive expedition to the list -- to show that we, the West, are stronger?

The terrorists who destroyed Manhattan, and their guru, had no doubt that they were the forces of good fighting the forces of evil.  That conviction make them different from criminals and made them, in effect, saints, people who sacrificed their lives in a good cause.  Beware of saints!

Jews, Christians and Muslims are taught to admire Abraham's readiness to commit child-murder in the name of God, as a sign of total obedience, in a situation where God's command conflicted with common sense, natural compassion and parental love: God orders Abraham to sacrifice (kill) his son Isaac. Abraham unquestioningly agrees to do so, the count-down starts, the knife is raised over Isaac's chest, until God, satisfied with Abraham's obedience, grants a last second reprieve. 

Jews and Christians have this story in Genesis 22:1-19, Muslims in Surah 37:99-111, and an important Muslim festival, Id-al-Adha, is devoted to it.  The story is recited to Christians during the Easter Night service every year as a good example and a precedent for God's willingness to sacrifice his son Jesus and Jesus's obedience to his father.  These are roots of all three faiths, and they have borne fruit (by which we shall know them) in Manhattan.  We Westerners are part of the plot.  

The terror pilots and their Master were neither suicides nor cowards.  They believed that they were doing the will of God: we can doubt that but we cannot refute it!  They were willing, like Jesus, to sacrifice their own lives in God's cause, and regrettably God did not, at the last minute, reprieve them and their six thousand victims.  I am reliably informed that the victims had only one thing in common: at some time in their lives they all had thoroughly enjoyed watching the film 'Towering Inferno', imagining it to be real.  Their dream had come true and they had joined the cast.  

Saints put God's will above everything else.  God can break and override human laws, feelings and intuitions.  He who acts in the name of God can do the same.  Therefore we should never act in the name of God!  We should never do what we cannot defend by our own, merely human, standards.

People acting in the name of God, even if they defend animal rights or the right to life for unborn humans, fuel my instinctive dislike of saints.  We are better off without saints.  I prefer sinners.  They do less harm and are more fun.

The worst thing about saints is their first sin: they have eaten from the tree of knowledge and therefore they know so clearly what is good and what is evil.

It was certainly not good to crash those planes into the World Trade Center.  But the correspondingly evil face of America showed itself in the immediate (ill-considered) verbal response to the catastrophe.  

It showed itself in the voice of the provincial American woman, shown outraged on television, who said: 'This is America.  How dare they!'  Her national pride had been hurt.

It showed itself in the voice of the President when he declared that America would continue the fight of good against evil until evil had been eradicated.  Even Jesus has not managed that, to say nothing of God.

It showed itself in the disgraceful name given to the big revenge operation: 'Operation Infinite Justice'.  After all, the terrorists believed that they were carrying out 'infinite justice': that's why they felt justified to sacrifice so many human lives.  Both sides do not doubt that justice (infinite justice!) is on their side and justifies any sacrifice.

The President implied that America knows and decides what is good and what is evil, that America is incapable of doing evil.  ('He that is without sin among you, let him cast the first stone at her.')

That horrendous strength of conviction, that certainty (and the resulting policies and actions over the years) combined with military and economic power is evil.  It is the reason for the hatred of those who are powerless against America's gentle stranglehold, powerless against being suffocated by its love and its smiles, powerless except by the devious methods of terrorism.

Reasserting that power, proving yet again to the world that America is invincible (for invulnerable it is no longer!), that America decides what is right and what is wrong, will never eradicate terrorism.  Terrorism is resistance, and there will be resistance as long as there are human beings who do not accept America's (or anybody else's) ideology.  Terrorism is the weapon of the weak against the strong.

Neither evil nor terrorism can ever be eradicated from this world.  

However, they can be weakened by the spreading of doubt.  That is not a campaign of limited duration, e.g. 20 years or 100 years, but a never-ending task -- like trying to keep one's body clean, that inherently self-soiling organism.

If the President thinks that religion as such is too sure of itself, too sure of the will of God, then he can start with his own religion and ask (with Max Müller, autobiography, 1909): What makes you so sure that the Bible is God's word?  You are not infallible: therefore how can you claim, with absolute certainty, that the Bible is infallible?  The human authors of the Bible may be deceived or lying if they claim infallibility for themselves.  Your parents, your priest or the Pope are not infallible.  Their testimony that the Bible is God's word (i.e. infallible) is therefore not worth much, certainly not if the Bible tells you to stone to death homosexuals, adulterers and heretics.  We can rely on the infallibility of the Bible only if the person who claims it to be infallible is himself infallible.  Nobody is infallible.  Therefore nobody can know whether the Bible is infallible (even if perhaps this is actually the case).

Each time we convert a person to that kind of doubt it is a tiny step on the road towards tolerance and reduces the danger of terrorism.

There is an ancient story from the life of the Holy Prophet.  Muslims believe that the Holy Qur'an is literally God's word as dictated to the Holy Prophet by the Archangel Gabriel.  The merchants of Mecca were reluctant to give up the worship of their pre-Islamic deities, especially three very popular goddesses, al-Lat, al-'Uzza and Manat. 

The Holy Prophet, in the name of Allah, wanted them removed entirely.  The merchants of Mecca tried to achieve a compromise.  If such a compromise could be found, they would embrace Islam.  

The proposed compromise was that the goddesses should no longer be worshipped (like God) but that they may be invoked for intercession (much like saints in the Roman Catholic church).

One day, in front of the assembled merchants, the Archangel Gabriel (as it appeared to the Holy Prophet) put the following words on his tongue, and the Holy Prophet uttered them:

'Have ye considered al-Lat and al-'Uzza, and Manat, the third, the other?  These are the swans exalted, whose intercession is to be hoped for'.  

Thereupon the Holy Prophet and all the men assembled prostrated themselves.

Then the Archangel Gabriel appeared to the Holy Prophet and said: 'You have to retract the verse you uttered.  It was not me who gave that verse to you but Satan, who had assumed my form in order to deceive you.  The correct continuation of the verse is as follows: 

"Have ye seen Lat and 'Uzza and another, the third goddess, Manat?  What!  For you the male sex and for Him, the female?  Behold, such would be indeed a division most unfair!  These are nothing but names which ye have devised, -- ye and your fathers, -- for which God has sent down no authority whatever...  (19-23)  ...  How many-so-ever be the angels in the heavens, their intercession will avail nothing.(26)" '

This is how it appears in the Holy Qur'an, Surah 53:19-26, to this day.

The false verse coming from Satan was dubbed 'the Satanic verse'.

Ordinary Muslims do not know the story and are not meant to know it because even to contemplate its possibility, and even its falsity, inevitably leads to doubt.

Muslim scholars know the story.  Many of them declare that it is not historical and a malicious invention of non-Muslims bent on spoiling the reputation of the Holy Prophet.

This objection, however, may well be a form of wishful thinking, for the earliest books in which the story is found are Qur'an commentaries written by devout Muslims.

However, the story is so pernicious, so corrosive in the way in which it spreads doubt, that no-one who has ever heard and understood it can ever again be completely untainted (free of doubt).  Like baptism, this story creates a character indelebilis, an indelible impression.

If the story is true, then it means that the Holy Prophet was, at least once, deceived.  If deceived on one occasion, in one verse, how can we know that he was not deceived in some other verses?  If he could not tell the Archangel from Satan during the first utterance, how could he tell them apart during the second.  Perhaps the first was authentic and the second was not?  Which was the Satanic verse?

If the Holy Prophet could be temporarily deceived, the Holy Qur'an is no longer the literal word of Allah to be believed and followed without question.  We must decide for each verse whether we accept it or not, and what it means.  We have to put ourselves above the 'word of Allah', for we do not know for sure what is the word of Allah and what is not.

Someone could always ask about another verse: could this possibly be the result of a deception, a Satanic verse?

You may argue that Allah, all-powerful as HE is, prevented any deception except for the first one.  If so, why did he not prevent the first deception, which, after all, diminishes faith and certainty?  Why did he not prevent the creation of this allegedly anti-Islamic 'legend'?  He did want his word believed, did he not?  Why then did he allow unconditional belief to be undermined at the beginning?

However, even if the story were demonstrably untrue and if every narrator grants this before telling it: it is a possible story, and thinking of the mere possibility is a potent seed of doubt.  The question will always arise: how did the Holy Prophet know that the 'person' speaking to him, or the voice in his mind, was the Archangel Gabriel and not some malevolent spirit, or that he did not imagine his revelations.

No Muslim claims (and I do not claim) that he imagined them.  We cannot know for sure.  But even believers will sometimes ask themselves whether he did.  That is the trouble.  It creates restlessness and uncertainty in our hearts.

With 1% or 5% doubt in my mind, I will happily respond to God's command by supporting widows and orphans, refraining from rape, murder and theft, praying and fasting and going on the Haj, but I will not blow 7000 Americans (not even Americans!), however materialist, sky-high: if I doubt in the slightest, the risk of my being mistaken about the will of God is too great for that.

Therefore the best (even though quite unspectacular) and entirely non-violent means of combating terrorism (including a US state terrorism, if there were to be such a thing) is the spreading of doubt, e.g. the propagation of this story (or of Max Müller's questions about the infallibility of scriptures).  

The results are not measurable (like the number of terrorists killed or arrested), but they will be there, they are unfailing and they spread like a virus.  Spreading doubt does not require an army, and we all can participate in the campaign of doubt and reason.

It would be well, of course, if the campaign were not only one of spreading doubt but if it were accompanied by a campaign of spreading love, especially towards people who, right now, are unjustly under suspicion or attack.

Ordinary Muslims are the most warm and kindhearted people you can imagine.  Television does not show that.  But I know: from years of living happily in an English town with a huge Muslim population.  Muslims are hospitable, generous and honest.  (So, of course, are the Americans, so are the British, the Christians, so are we all, all honourable men.).  But Muslims are no less kind than any of them.  They are human beings, they are not a priori stupid, cruel or inferior.  They, having been much provoked and persecuted over the centuries, can say, like Shylock: 

He hath ... laughed at my losses, mocked at my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends, heated mine enemies; and what's his reason? I am a Muslim. Hath not a Muslim eyes? hath not a Muslim hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh? if you poison us, do we not die? and if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?  (Merchant of Venice)

Some years before the Gulf War, I worked in Iraq.  I was scared when I arrived, thinking that I was entering a nest of terrorists.  In fact I was received, by ordinary people, with more warmth than is customary anywhere in Western culture.  

Muslims will show that warmth to us if we non-Muslims show it to them.  In the USA and in Britain they are in the minority.  It is therefore our duty to make the first move, just as the Iraqis reassuringly did when I was a lone stranger in their country.

Especially at this terribly difficult time for them, Muslims in non-Islamic countries need our support and encouragement.  They are innocent of the deeds of the terrorists and are deeply hurt by the unfair suspicion that falls upon them.  

It is not enough for us to tolerate them, to refrain from attacking them: we should go out of our way to be friendly towards them in the street, greet them with a smile, a 'Hello' or an 'Asalamu aleikum' (Peace!), invite them to our homes, to demonstrate to them that we do not wish them any harm.  Friendliness towards strangers ('bloody foreigners', 'bogus asylum seekers', as abusive British parlance has it), smiling in the street, is not something that comes easily in English or European culture (there is something we can learn from other, more temperamental cultures!), but it would be good for all of us if we at least tried to overcome our cultural inhibitions and prejudices.  I know from my time in Iraq how good it feels, and how necessary it is, for the foreigner.

That is even a biblical injunction: 'And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not vex him.  But the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God.'

And what about inviting Afghan refugees or asylum seekers into our homes, no matter whether their refugee status has been confirmed or not?  They did not leave their country for fun, and they must feel terrible when they see that their country is about to be destroyed by the people whose guests they are, and that they are living in the midst of people who regard them as fraudsters and enemies.  They must be given the reassurance that ordinary English people respect them and like them.  If we cannot like them, it is our fault, our narrow-mindedness, and we must learn to overcome it.

I practise my religion (but do not ask me whether I 'believe in God', for I do not understand the question).  I believe that all of us need religion (if only the minimalist religion of atheism, but a religion all the same).

Religions or their assertions are not true or false.  Rather they reflect and influence the attitudes of the cultural communities in which they grow, give them a coherent approach to the problems of life, hold them together, provide us with tools for gaining an understanding of God (whatever she may be) and comfort us in our afflictions better than the cleverest secular alternatives.

Like the European economic community I am against monopolies!  I am therefore glad that there are many religions in this world and would not like to make converts to mine or see any religion die out, if only because the existence of alternatives needles the followers of some religions, kindles doubt in them (or should do so) and ensures that they do not become too overbearing. American Christianity and secularism in its isolation and in combination with economic and military power tends to be so.  

Isolation combined with power makes it unnecessary for people to listen.  That provokes terrorism.  The Manhattan terrorists broke through America's shell and forced it, and the western world, to listen.  They demonstrated, even to the deaf, that there are alternative points of view in the world, and they want to be heard.

All of a sudden (speeches on 2 October 2001) the American president wants to give the Palestinians their own state. All of a sudden Tony Blair wants to transform Africa into a blossoming continent and is convinced he can do it.  All of a sudden Afghanistan is to be converted into green paradise.  Suddenly world idealism blossoms: bread for everyone. Yet again a turning point in world history (Blair).

My incitement to doubt and to the spreading of doubt is therefore not part of a programme to undermine or destroy any religion or religion as such but merely a way to induce followers of any religion to practise theirs with common sense and moderation and to put the interests of human beings above the interests of God.  God can look after herself: vulnerable human beings cannot.  We do not exist for God, she exists for us.

Christians and atheists know what is good and what is bad.  We ignorant Hindus must be more humble: we merely know what is better and what is worse.  For us nothing is purely good and purely bad.

The aim of the war against terrorism is not to destroy evil, for we can never be quite sure what it is: the aim is to eradicate certainty.

Email: ashutosh.vardhana@tudo.co.uk

(Written 27 Sep 2001, revised 3 Oct 2001)
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	Notes for translators


These notes are not meant for publication.  They are intended to help translators, especially those coming from very different cultures.  However, if a magazine editor wants to publish any of them in conjunction with the story or use them to write an introduction, she is welcome to do so.


1	Taslima Nasrin. Born: 25 August 1962.  Her novel 'Lajja' (Shame) was written and first published in Bengali.  Translated into over 19 languages, including English, French, German, Spanish, Italian, Arabic. The German translation, 'Scham', was published by Hoffmann und Campe Verlag.  A fatwa (death) was pronounced on her by Islamic fundamentalists, for her modernist and liberal writings on many issues.  (see more under Ayodhya, below)

2	ahimsa (Sanskrit) = non-violence

3	Ayodhya: town in India; believed by Hindus to be the birthplace of God Rama, a Hindu Bethlehem, so to speak. In 1992, a mosque on the site believed to be the site of that birth was demolished by Hindu fundamentalists who insisted on erecting a temple there and sparked communal riots between Hindus and Muslims all over India and Bangladesh, in which many people were killed.  Taslima Nasrin wrote her novel Lajja to castigate the Muslim participants of the violence in Bangladesh, where Hindus were attacked and killed who, obviously, had nothing to do with the events in Ayodhya.

4	mandir = Hindu temple

5	God, she, her: reference to God is made in the feminine, in defiance of current linguistic conventions, to combat an irrelevant ancient prejudice, which helps to suppress doubt.

6	aka = also known as

7	Yoga Sutras: a summary of Hindu practice written by Patanjali (perhaps several authors) sometime between 2 cent. BC and 5 cent. AD)

8	yamas and niyamas: positive precepts (things to do) and prohibitions (things to abstain from)

9	'geprägte Form, die lebend sich entwickelt': Goethe: Urworte, orphisch: Dämon

10	Brecht: 'Check the invoice, you have to pay it.'  (Prüfe die Rechnung, du mußt sie bezahlen). From: 'Lob des Lernens' (In Praise of learning).

11	St Paul: 'Do not despise prophetic speech. But check everything, and accept what is good.' (Prophetische Rede verachtet nicht...): bible, 1. Thess. 5:20-21.

12	Bhagavad Gita: 'Learn by reverence, by enquiry and by serving your teacher' (i.e. by observing him living closely together with him). (Lerne mit Respekt ...). Gita 4:34

13	fruit (by which we shall know them): 'Ye shall know them by their fruits.' (Matth. 7:16)

14	'first sin', 'tree of knowledge': Bible, Genesis (1.Moses), chapter 2

15	He that is without sin ... cast the first stone...: Bible: John 8:7 

'Wer von euch ohne Sünde ist, werfe den ersten Stein auf sie.' (Joh. 8:7)

16	Max Müller (1823-1900), born in Germany, Professor of Sanskrit at Oxford, edited and first published the Vedas. His autobiography was published posthumously in 1909.

17	homosexuals, adulterers, heretics: Biblical fatwas: death penalty for adulterers: Leviticus (= 3 Moses) 20:10, for homosexuals: Leviticus 20:13, for blasphemers: Leviticus 24:14

18	The Satanic Verses: The incident of the Satanic Verses is discussed in detail in: W Montgomery Watt: 'Muhammad at Mecca', Oxford 1953. 

19	character indelebilis: Latin: technical term in Christian theology. Baptism is said to impress an indelible mark on the person who has been baptised, a mark which can never be erased; one cannot renounce baptism.  A person once baptised is baptised for ever.

20	so are we all, all honourable men: Shakespeare: Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 2.  (German: Schlegel's translation: ... so sind sie alle, alle ehrenwert)

21	Shylock, Shakespeare: Merchant of Venice: Act 3, Scene 1

22	Asalamu aleikum (Peace be with you): Arabic: normal greeting among Muslims in all countries

23	'bloody foreigner' = accursed foreigner, so frequently used in English that is has become a standard phrase and is used both in earnest and as a joke to characterise British xenophobia

24	'bogus asylum seeker': This phrase has become very common during the past five years or so and is used by the popular press in their xenophobic campaign against people who claim that they are politically persecuted and need asylum whereas in fact they are merely 'economic migrants', i.e. people who come to England because they want to improve their economic conditions.  The press campaign reached such a pitch that readers often wrongly assume that all asylum seekers are fraudulent, do not want to work, and want to exploit the provisions of the British social security system.

25	'And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land ..' (Wenn ein Fremdling bei euch wohnt) (Leviticus = 3 Moses 19:33-34)

26	I shall be glad to supply (if I can) by email any other information required:

ashutosh.vardhana@tudo.co.uk
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