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Hoppi ng for the birth of Mislimnedi a network

Mazl an Nor di n

THE rol e of the nedia was inevitably raised during the internationa
synmposi umon the "Islamc Wrld and G obal Co-operation: Preparing for the
21st Century" in Kuala Lunpur |ast week.

Posed, anobng others, was the question: Wiy is it that when the Western
medi a reports about "Muslimterrorists” the national or |ocal nedia sinply
repeats thenf? And yet there is no reference to "Christian terrorists” on
violent actions by the Irish Republican Arny (1 RA), the Phil adel phia
bonbi ng by zenophobic American nmilitias and atrocities perpetrated by the
Serbs in Bosni a.

Suggested then was the establishnent of an alternative nmedia network in
the Muslimworld to conbat such exanpl es of biased reporting. It should
t hen di sseni nate Miuslimnews and vi ews throughout the non-Mislimworld
al so.

It will take sonme doing and surely needed is political will. For nedia
practitioners there is a reninder fromone failed venture that rhetorics
alone will not suffice. Indeed there are | essons also for politicians and
Gover nment .

Formed in the early 70s was the International |slamc News Agency (|1 NA)
with its headquarters in Jeddah since Saudi Arabia provided funding. There
were contributions fromother Arab countries, too, and linked to it as a
subscri ber al so was Bernanma, Ml aysia's national news agency.

Meant to di ssem nate news about happeni ngs and devel opnent in Mislim
countries, IINAwas fired by enthusiasmin the begi nning. But then cane
the ei ght-year war between Iraq and Iran and the agency found itself in a
quandary as to how it should report the on-going battles between the two
Musl i mcountri es.

For a period of tine Bernanma did not receive any news about the war. And
so in the end the agency nmeant to spread news and views about Muislim
countries withered. The failure was conpounded by non-paynent of dues by
certin Muslimcountries.

The I sl am ¢ synposi um has now provi ded new i npetus for the establishnent
of a Muslimnedia network. But in the wake of so many innovations in
i nformati on technol ogy including the Internet, nmuch, therefore, needs to
be done. Surely wi shed by nmedia practitioners is that the failure of Il NA
will not be repeated for |ack of sustained political will, or to put it
crudely, because there's no fire in the belly.

One of the positive aspects of the synposium organi sed by the Oxford
Centre for Islam c Studies and the Malaysian Institute of Islanmc
Understanding (Ikinm was its practical approach. Discussions fell into
four general sections - a Muslimcritical self-exam nation, area of
di fferences between the Muslimand non-Misli mworld, area of simlarity
between the two realns and, finally, a plan of action.

As Professor Chandra Midzaffar, director of Just World Trust, put it
succintly then, "W are here not to just berate others."

Thus noted by speakers in the process of self-criticismwere the
fol | owi ng:

* The nationalist divisions of the Muslimumrmah and the alienation of
the Muslimmasses fromelites both political and religious, and the
feeling of powerl essness anbng them

* The use of violence by Muslins against Miuslinms to inpose a particul ar
policy as in Afghani stan and Al geri a.



* The role of wonmen who have generally not been sufficiently valued for
their contributions to econonic and social progress.

I n Af ghani stan, for exanple, wonen are forbidden to work and girls not
encouraged to go to school. In several Miuslimcountries wonen do not have
the right to vote nmuch |l ess stand as candidates. In Algeria, Mislim
fanatics have no conpunction i n beheadi ng wonen not supportive of their
cause.

A remi nder cane later fromone participant that Western perception of
the Muslimworld is al so based on how the Muslimwonen are treated. The
comment came follow ng a gentle rem nder fromformer Deputy M nister
Sharifah Dorah that out of 134 participants only ei ght were wonen.

In an earlier dial ogue session Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad was asked about the status of Miuslimwonen. His reply: To deny
worren their contribution would be to cut in half the strength and
potentials of the Muslimworld. It would nean that out of 1.2 billion
Musl i ms t hroughout the globe, only half its strength - 600 nmillion - could
be nobilised. And in Malaysia with 53 per cent Miuslimpopulation, its
strength woul d be cut to just 26.5 per cent.

This scribe once had the occasion to ask a young non-Misli mwonan witer
how she saw the 21st century for Ml aysi an wonen. Her reply, "My worry is
that we non-Musli mwonen will, out of peer pressure, be forced to wear the
hijab too."

In the group discussion on political dinensions, there was criticism
about the tendency to view the non-Mislimworld, especially the Wst, as
nmonol i thic nmuch as Westerners see Islamas an undifferentiated whol e.

Speakers in the religious/cultural group described such thinking in
terns of a sharp division as anachronistic. Quote: "Intensified mgration
fromMislimmajority countries to the Western hemn sphere, Europe and
Australia as well as conversions to Islamin Europe, Canada and the US
means that |slamhas ceased to be a religion with geographical frontiers

recent estimates indicate that by the year 2002 Muslinms will
constitute the second largest religious group in the US after Christians.
In some European countries, such as France, sone five per cent of the
popul ati on are Muslins."

Mentioned al so i s something not generally known about - 300,000 Muslins
who have noved to Sweden.

Enphasi sed by speakers in the sanme group was a need in the Muslimworld
for "initiatives to inprove the standard of teaching about religions other
than Islani.

Poi nted out was that if Muslinms rightly insist that those who wite
about their history, religion and traditions should know the Islanc
| anguages "it is reasonable to ask that those who teach about
Christianity, Buddhism Hi nduismand Judai smal so know t he rel evant
| angauages, at |east those involved in university and postgraduate work".

The suggestion cane under the headi ng of the need to "educate the
educat ors".

The group discussion on econom ¢ di nensi ons of forging co-operation laid
stress on the varied and nmultil ayered changes facing Muslimcountri es.

On the national |evel was the inperative to reformtheir politica
systems to ensure a stable policy framework that woul d guarant ee
continuity.

Not ed was that a number of Mislimcountries have achi eved a npderate
| evel of economic, social and political devel opnent and as such, could act
as "guidance and reference for other countries. They al so have the
potential to devel op sone | everage in the gl obal econom c equilibriumand
negotiate for the protection and growh of the interests of the Muslim
unmah" .



Taken heed of were new conditions and constraints dictated by
i nternational organisations such as WIiOrules, | M conditionalities of
structure adjustnment and institutional reforns. These, too, pose
chal l enges to Muslimcountries.

As expected, the issue of Pal estine was rai sed and the Wst was accused
of disregarding Muslimclainms and sensibilities. There was al so the issue
of Bosnia. Wiile Britain supported the Serbs, as Chandra poi nted out, the
West took care to exclude both Turkey and Iran in the matter. He expressed
regret, too, that the principles of accountability and consultations have
been ignored in sone Muslimcountries.

Must apha Ali, Pas treasurer, spoke on Islamm sunderstood "not just by
non- Musl i ms but al so Muslins thenselves”. Mentioned were the differences
bet ween the Egyptian Government and the Muslim Brot herhood, conflicting
views in Saudi Arabia and in Turkey "between the Governnment and the
gener al s supposedly under the Governnent".

At anot her |evel another speaker called on Miuslimcountries to secure a
seat in the UN Security Council, and to seek the abolition of the veto
power which had often been abused in the past.

Areas of simlarity with the non-Mislimworld drew ani mated di scussi ons.
Quote: "The common trans-civilisational concern to advance social and
econom ¢ devel opnent and overcone entrenched injustices was recognised ..
religious scholars in alnpst all civilisations have expressed parall el
concern at the devel opnents of cloning techniques".

After so nuch talk we now wait for sone action. WIIl we now see the
birth of the alternative Mislimnedia network ? Before the begi nning of
the new century, please.
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