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Use di al ogues to address differences
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THE recent report that Serbian terrorists were usi ng Kosovar Al bani ans as
human shi el ds by pl aci ng themar ound Nat o borbi ng targets i s di sturbing.

The horrific pictures of the charred bodi es of i nnocent civilians, who
appeared to bear the brunt of the allied attack on the town of Kovi sa,
were splashed in the nedia.

They were gruesone. Such depravity by the Serbs represent one of many
atrocities committed by an ethnic group agai nst others in this decade
al one.

I ndeed, the end of the Cold War has w tnessed the revival of many
religious and ethnic conflicts. The Kosovar tragedy epitom ses thereality
of such phenonenon.

In I ndonesia there was until recently an upsurge in inter-religious
violence. Inoneincident |late | ast year, a seem ngly harm ess street
fight between Christians and Muslins in Jakarta ended up with several
churches bei ng danaged

Inretaliation Christians burned a nunber of nosques in West Tinor. An
i nternational nmagazi ne recorded t his comment froma Roman Cat holic pri est
on the I ndonesian tragedy.

"I'n these tines of stress, despair and frustration, people becone
i ncreasi ngly communed and prinordial. The society's capacity to handl e
pluralismhas been |ost."

El sewhere, in Orissa, India, an anti-Christian canmpaign peaked in
January wi th the slaying of an Australian m ssionary and his two young
sons.

There are many ot her exanpl es of violent conflicts between religi ous and
ethnic groups. In short, many i nnocent |ives have becone sacrificial |anbs
at the altar of religious m sunderstandi ng, distrust, intol erance and
fanatici sm

These bl eak epi sodes are a grimindicator of the state of inter-
civilisational relationshipthat is set to domnate the world in the years
to come.

Hegenoni c unifornmity and conformty appears to be the nanme of the gane.
Can we afford such an unholy Iiaison between civilisations?

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mbhamad wrote in his | atest book
A New Deal For Asia: "Needl ess to say, we cannot afford a world buffeted
by a clash of civilisations. Rather we shoul d t hi nk about how
civilisations can | earn and adopt the good val ues of each other, and
identify areas of simlarity rather than potential conflict."

The differences between civilisations are aplenty. But their
simlarities too are abundant. No nanis anisland, nocivilisationis
irrelevant. Thus, we nust find ways to not only tolerate differences, but
also thrive on simlarities.

Musl i ms for exanpl e have to constantly expl ain and denponstrate that
Islamis not merely areligionwith a set of rites and rituals, but rather
a code of practice that governs all facets of life.

Therefore, whil st the ongoi ng quest of Miuslins for an authentic way of
Iife makes the question of Islanmic revivalismrel evant, non-Mislinms may
seethis as a threat to their existence and survival

The apprehensi on about Islamc revivalismnmay in part be due to the
medi a portrayal of Muslins as violent, mlitant, archaic and
retrogressive. This myth has to be debunked.



The probl emof power differentials between countries, regional blocs and
civilisations too, has to be addressed.

Meani ngful di al ogue will not happen as | ong as the civic culture of
di al ogue i s cast aside and the cul ture of gunboat di pl omacy all owed to
prevail .

Thus, the conm tment to peace, accommopdati on and tol erance of politica
| eaders in the international cormunity i s necessary, if dial ogues are not
to be reduced to insignificant exercises.

Despite gl obal i sati on and t he breaki ng down of barriers, every sovereign
nation shoul d have the right to choose its own political and
adm ni strative system and not forced to adopt a paradigmthat is alien
and, perhaps, counter-productive to its people.

Asolutiontoreligious intoleranceis economc reform Mislimcountries
are currently plagued with econom ¢ dependency syndrone t hat nmakes gl obal
co- operation al nost i npossi bl e.

The inequity in wealth distribution and resource allocation places them
at a greater disadvantage. These i ssues nust be | ooked at before any
civilisational dial ogue can be meani ngful.

The pluralistic nature of the nodern world requires an intensified
effort to devel op appropriate educational policies and strategies.

In many parts of the world, there is a need to educate educators on the
diversity of religious traditions, ethnic groups and rel evant | anguages.

Academ ¢ co-operati on and exchange are needed i n various di sciplines.
Only a handful of students fromthe West travel to the East. Such a nove
has to be extensively pronpoted as it can hel p the visitors understand,
whi | e observing first-hand, the practices and |ife of the people of the
host countries.

Bot h the Muslimand non-Mislimconmmunities nust al so demand for an
enhanced | evel of transparency, accountability and awareness i n news
reports, inorder to eradicate prejudi ces, degradi ng stereotypes, and
religiously-detern ned categorisations.

Greater effort nust be nade to foster nmutual respect. There nust be a
respite fromthe crude pol enics of East versus West, or North versus
Sout h, by acknowl edging that cultural diversity is areality.

The et hi cal approach, such as the i nperative of environnental issues,
may be used as common ground for Mislimand non- Mislimco-operation

True, there i s now probably enhanced under st andi ng anong Musl i ns and
non- Musl i s of each other's nature. But nere understandi ng i s not enough

It nmust nove beyond that. In this respect, upon the proposal nade by the
worl d Musl i mcomunity | ate | ast year, the United Nati ons General Assenbly
unani mously agreed to designate 2001 the "Year of Di al ogue Anbng
Cvilisations".

As they prepare for dialogues with others, Muslins nust al so begin to
put their house in order. Muslins in Mal aysia, too, are not exenpted.

There is sonething to be |l earnt fromthe novenent towards di al ogue. It
isalsotinmnetorealisethat Islamis not areligion of talking per se as
many in this country would think; it also enjoins |istening.

Thus, Muslins in Ml aysia need to engage i n nore di al ogues rat her than
debat es. Debat es have only one objective, nanely to pul veri se one's
opponent .

Debates do not aimto seek the truth, but rather to pursue victory at
any cost, and then hopefully bask in glory.

In many i nst ances debates, especially religi ous ones, have been shown to
be counter-productive. They nmay al so be intentionally triggered in order
to spice up otherw se nundane issues.

Di al ogues, rather than debates, should be the Musli mway of addressing
di fferences. Wil e engagi ng i n di al ogues, whet her anong t hensel ves, or



wi th non-Mislins, Mislinms have to subscribe to Allah's command: "Invite
all to the way of the Lord with beautiful preaching and argue with themin
t he ways that are best and nobst gracious."
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