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Perception the key to better relations
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AT the recently-concl uded European Uni on-supported semi nar on "Europe and
the Islami c Wrld", organi sed by I ki mand the Oxford Centre for Islamc
St udi es, one particular word was a favourite among both officials and
participants: Perception.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who opened the seni nar,
infact zeroed in on this when he said: "Conflicts of today and future
cl ashes of civilisations between Europe and the Muslimworld can be
prevented if both i nprove their perceptions of one another and cast asi de
their distrust."

The probl emof perception within Europe and the Islanmic world is
strongly linked to their |ove-hate relationship during the last 1,000
years or so.

Actual ly, encounters between the two hel ped to shape the worl d during
the greater part of this mllennia.

Many schol ars agree that Europe was the natural heir to the Islamc
civilisation which thrived between the eighth and 15th centuri es.

Musl i ms excell ed i n maj or disciplines such as astronony, nedicine,
mat henmati cs, chem stry, geography, agriculture, conmerce, industry, art,
architecture, history and soci ol ogy.

School s, libraries and hospital s becane parts of nbsque conpl exes.

Schol ars and researchers were respect ed and appreci at ed, regardl ess of
their religious affiliations.

This strong comm tnent to knowl edge acqui sition and respect of the
| earned was a conviction picked up fromthe G eeks.

Thus, what the Muslins did as civilisational torch-bearers was to study,
docunent and pass on their | earning to the Europeans. The contri bution of
Muslinms to science is an indisputable historical fact.

However, that the Muslinms literally fuelled the rise of European
civilisationis something sone Europeans still loath |loathe to admt.

H story al so bore witness that fromthe begi nning, the European attitude
towards | sl amwas fundanmental |y hostile.

Early Europeans, cut off fromthe main centres of Muslimcivilisation by
the Byzantine enpire, built a vague, yet fantastic picture of Islam

The great mass of the nmedi eval pol em c against |Islamcontinued to be
strengt hened t hr oughout t he Renai ssance and Reformationinto the 18th
century.

It cannot be denied, however, that during the Mddle Ages there were
al ready fruitful di scussions and productive rel ati onshi ps between t he
Islamc world and Europe.

The cordial contact was not restricted to the acadeni c per se, but
extended to the mlitary and trade real ns.

For exanpl e, nany European ki ngs and high officials took great pains in
mai ntai ni ng contact with the Musli mworld by sendi ng envoys to the
respective regions or inviting Muslimstate representatives totheir
countries.

Charles, the great Kaiser of France and Gernmany, had a congeni al
relationship with the caliph, Harun al - Rashi d, who sent hi mel ephants,
wat er cl ocks and ot her precious goods as a sign of goodwill. Later, in
1731, the first Muslimsoldiers fromTurkey, were drafted into the arny of
King Frederick Wlliam]| of Prussia.

A year later, a prayer house was built for the soldiers right next to



t he nost inportant church in Prussia, the Garrison Church at Potsdam near
Berlin. King Frederick al so ensured that his Muslimsoldiers fulfilled
their religious duties.

Frederick Wlliam s son, Frederick the Great, was asked shortly after
ascending to the throne in 1740, whether a Catholic could buy land in a
Protestant city. The king replied: "Al'l religions are equal and good,
provided their followers are true and sincere believers. And if Turks were
to come and want to live in this country, we would build nosques for
them"

Here i s an excel |l ent exanpl e of tol erance practised in a major European
state nmore than 250 years ago. The tol erance Prussia showed Muslins was
presumabl y founded on respect, esteem and al so enpat hy for people
practi sing anot her religion.

And this type of feeling can only be felt by peopl e who are confident,
confortabl e and steadfast in their own religion

Only when one believes strongly inone's own religionwll one be able
to tolerate the others.

Fromthe 18th century, the broader understanding of | sl amwas begi nni ng
to be fashi oned. Napol eon's triunph at the Battle of the Pyram ds, and the
consequent occupation of Egypt in 1798, marked a dranmatic change in the
Eur opean attitude towards the Misli mworld.

For the first tine since the Crusades, Europeans wal ked as the
conqueror, in the |l and of eastern Mediterranean

Al t hough the ol d European prejudices still survived, as they do today,
Eur opeans t hen began to expl ore newattitudes rangi ng froma confi dent
sense of superiority to a genuine desire to understand the notive force
and achi evenent of Islamic civilisation.

Nevert hel ess, the unconprom si ng approach remai ned prom nent. Sadly, the
terms "Muslins' and fanatic' becane al nbst synonynous t o Europeans
confronting Muslimresistance in places as far apart as Al geria, India and
| ndonesi a.

Meanwhil e, the Islamic world started to decline in the late 17th
century.

The unprecedented political, econom ¢ and soci al descent provided the
context for a nmovenment of internal renewal, of reformof religious
practice, and of revival of religious high-spiritedness. This novenent
spread to al nost every part of the Islamc world fromthe 18th century to
the present day.

As Muslimpower deteriorated, certain ulamak or Islamc jurists, who
consi dered t hensel ves as t he guardi ans of the central tenets of Islam
sei zed the opportunity and strove, as they never had done before, to
pronote a purer vision of Islamic |ife and society.

However, the ascendancy of these jurists did not spark the returnto the
true teachings of Islam On the contrary, Islanm c precepts were portrayed
as rigid and doctrinaire. These fanatical jurists strongly adhered to the
form rather than the substance, of the religion.

The m sguided jurists were trapped in the interpretation of the past
whi ch were actual |l y no | onger adequate, rel evant or practical. Differences
of opi ni ons on nasl ahah or public interests issues are natural and healthy
for thereligion. The flexibility and intellectual freedomof |slamon
these matters were not highlighted

The teachi ngs of |slamhave al so been politicised as a conveni ent too
to devel op political power bases by self-centred individuals or groups,
resulting individing Muslins into self-fulfilling bands of extrenists and
fanati cs.

Sonetines, the fanatical revival novenent collided with the expandi ng
Eur opean i nfluence and turned to give the intruder the full force of their



religious fury, adding in the process yet nore lurid colours to the
Eur opean under st andi ng of | sl am

Thus, the task before us is a mammot h one, i ndeed.

The perception formed fromthese encounters is not easy to be altered.

Neverthel ess there is a basis for positive thinking, as generally,

Eur opean countries have come to grips with i ssues pertaining to the need
of their Muslimminorities.

In fact, Muslims in Austria enjoy a relative freedomof expression,
thanks to a 1905 treaty signed with the O toman enpire. The Muslim
conmuni ty enjoys the rights of free airtime on governnent-owned tel evision
channel s, religious education under the purviewof the Musli mcomunity,
and the provision of a lslamc cenetery and perm ssible or hal al
sl aught er house.

Simlarly the Muslinms' perception of Europeans shoul d al so change.

Eur ope has now becone hone to al nost 30 nillion Muslins, who have ni grated
fromNorth Africa and southern, western and central Asia. These Mislim
mnorities nmust accept tolivewithinthe rule of the | ans of their host
nations.

According to the Quran, wherever they happen to live, inamjority or
mnority situation, Muslins have to be a factor for the devel opment of a
good and noral | y suprene soci ety.

Each i ndi vi dual nust strive for this posture of appeasenent. Wen there
is peace and tranquillity, everyone can performthe daily business of life
as prescribed by God.

Thus, a sense of enpathy of Europeans towards Muslins and vice-versa,
can becone t he cornerstone of a renewed and the remar kabl e rel ati onship
bet ween the two. Such synbiotic co-existence is inperative as we enter a
new mi | | enni um
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