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The foreign policy chickens are coming home to roost in India. The domestic consequences of the policy's radical reorientation in favour of the United States are unfolding. Two of them are particularly important -- growing popular disenchantment with the United Progressive Alliance government, and a degree of polarisation of public opinion, which some political parties are trying to exploit to sectarian ends.

Erosion of support for the government has become palpable. Although the bulk of the corporate media enthusiastically supports the India-US nuclear deal, political leaders, who have a better sense of the popular mood, are increasingly uneasy with it and the larger political-strategic arrangement of which it's a part. The current parliament debate reflects this.

However, what it fails to capture is the strong disillusionment or disappointment among Indian Muslims with the recent, major shift in the government's foreign policy orientation. This became manifest in powerful protests in Delhi, Mumbai, Lucknow and Hyderabad before and during President George W Bush's visit.

A number of factors coalesced to give this political mobilisation a special character: outrage at the Danish cartoons; anger at the government's about-turn on Iran and its refusal to demarcate itself from Bush's agenda for 'regime change' in numerous states including Burma, North Korea, Syria and Iran; and suspicion of what's widely seen (not just by Muslims) as India-US collusion to 'promote democracy' and other global political agendas.

The Muslim mobilisation is by no means communal or narrowly focussed on identity issues. But it coincides with some expressions of extremism -- most notoriously, Uttar Pradesh minister Haji Yaqoob Qureshi's disgraceful offer of a Rs51 crore reward for anyone who kills the Danish cartoonists. Qureshi, incidentally, is a defector to Mulayam Singh Yadav's Samajwadi Party, who campaigned for Narendra Modi after the Gujarat pogrom of 2002! On top of this came the March 7 Varanasi bombings, targeting an important Hindu temple.

This has given a handle to the BJP, which is launching a misconceived 'National Integration Twin yatra' against 'minorityism' and 'terrorism'. More insidiously, the government's spin-doctors, worried at vanishing Muslim support for the Congress, are warning of the dangers of 'growing intolerance' amongst Muslims and extorting 'moderate Muslims' to stand up. This is tantamount to setting a 'loyalty' test. The campaign is deeply misguided and offensive. It's based on a false equation between Muslims and extremism.

Consider the facts. There is no link between the bombings and Varanasi's Muslims. Similar events have occurred at the Ayodhya, Akshardham and Raghunath temples, and were attributed to Kashmiri terrorists. In Varanasi, ordinary Muslims, including burqa-clad women, have demonstrated against the bombings.

All major public figures of Varanasi have strongly reaffirmed its 'Ganga-Jamuni' (Hindu-Muslim) composite culture. So many Muslims came forward to donate blood for the injured that the city's blood banks were filled to the brim. More than 50 inter-religious rallies were held after the blasts. The BJP-VHP's attempts to communally polarise Varanasi resoundingly failed.

Leading those who resisted these include religious figures like Veer Bhadra Mishra, chief mahant of the Sankat Mochan temple and a well-regarded engineer. Mishra sharply attacks Hindutva for its failure to "recognise the elasticity and assimilative character" of Hinduism. Varanasi has a centuries-old tradition of peaceful Hindu-Muslim coexistence. This is not a case of two communities "living together separately", but of actively participating in each other's religious and social events, and enriching each other's lives.

Most Varanasi Hindus are extremely proud that a great artiste like Bismillah Khan has played the shehnai at the city's greatest temples all his life. In recent years, Hindu-Muslim bonds have been strengthened by their common interests in tourism and the city's famous saree-weaving industry. Tourism is Varanasi's biggest income-earner. People have a stake in preventing strife and violence.

Qureshi's blatant incitement to murder has been roundly condemned by countless Muslim leaders, intellectuals and organisations, including the conservative All-India Muslim Personal Law Board. There were scores of demonstrations against him in different cities.

The other accusations too don't carry weight. The UPA's position on Iran and its far-reaching strategic alignment to the US have been opposed by large numbers of people of different faiths and political persuasion. The consistently-secular Left parties were in the forefront of that opposition. To attribute it primarily to religious affiliation is tendentious. Opinion polls by "Outlook" and "The Hindustan Times" show that a majority of respondents, cutting across religious lines, believe that the Singh government has moved India too close to the US.

It's heartening that Indian Muslims have taken to the streets in much larger numbers on such secular issues than on religion-related issues including the Babri demolition or the Gujarat carnage. This is not a sign of 'intolerance'. Those who hold that opponents of the UPA's foreign policy are trying to 'communalise' it by linking India's Iran vote with 'Shia sentiment' are prisoners of a stereotype, which holds that Muslims can only relate to 'identity' issues.

The protests against the Danish cartoons do involve a religious angle. They are obscene, tasteless, without humour or wit, and calculated to malign Islam. Involved here is not the issue of freedom of expression, but outright hate speech. Hate speech must be demarcated from poetic licence, literary liberty, even blasphemy. It is a crime and deserves to be punished.

Those who accuse Muslims of 'intolerance' because they question the 'right' of some people to offend others through cartoons forget something simple. In a democracy, those offended have an equal right to peacefully express their anger. Most such protests the world over have been peaceful. This is true with a vengeance of India.

Hindutva apologists see fanaticism in the protests. But they never condemn Shiv Sena or VHP-Bajrang Dal goons who routinely burn books, attack exhibitions, and assault people on the flimsiest of excuses -- the latest instance being painter M F Husain.

Hindutva's proponents wrongly think they have now regained the 'Muslim appeasement' platform, which helped them mount the anti-Babri campaign in the 1980s. As evidence of 'appeasement', they cite the Sachar Committee's now-scuttled proposal to survey the status of Muslims in the armed forces, steps to preserve the minority character of Aligarh Muslim University, reserving five per cent of government jobs for Muslims in Andhra, and the Banerjee Commission report on the Godhra train tragedy of 2002.

The Sachar Committee was right to survey the defence forces. The Banerjee report reiterates what has long been accepted by forensic experts and railway officials. The fire on the train was accidental. The AP reservation issue is controversial even amongst Muslims. Many oppose reservations.

The BJP is confused and divided over L K Advani's 'twin yatra'. The VHP opposes it. And the RSS is lukewarm. Through the yatra, Advani will shamelessly try to exploit majoritarian sentiment.

The Indian public is in no mood for such crude identity politics. Yatra politics peaked in 1990. The BJP's later expeditions have had little or no impact -- including Ekta Yatra, 1991, Janadesh Yatra, 1993, Su-raj Yatra, 1996, Swarna Jayanti Yatra, May 1997, and finally, Bharat Uday Yatra in 2004. The people are interested in substantive issues of livelihood and democratic empowerment. The last thing any well-wisher of India should do today is to target, taunt, and isolate moderates, in particular Muslim moderates, who form the community's bulk.
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