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Dr Ms depiction of the state of Miuslins provokes nuch di scussion

Ahmad A Talib

ASit turned out, not many Miusliml eaders, especially heads of governnent,
meet Muslimintellectuals and | eaders of the comunity when they visit
London. This was reveal ed by a schol ar at a di al ogue between Dat uk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad and i ntell ectual s at a di nner at the Musli mCol | ege on
Tuesday.

The Prinme M nister was invited to address the group at the coll ege,
established in 1987 to enabl e graduate students to pursue a variety of
courses rangi ng fromtheol ogy and phil osophy to Islam c history and
civilisation. Also offered are courses on |slam c jurisprudence while
there are tie-ups with other universities in London and el sewhere.

The prime nmover of the college is Dr M A Zaki Badawi, an Egyptian
schol ar who canme fromCairo's Al -Azhar University, that famous institution
inthe Islamc world.

Dr Mahathir was asked to speak on the future of Muslins in the new
century, a topic which he did with ease. It nust be recalled that the
Prime Mnister had in April 1996 addressed an al nost sim | ar gathering at
Oxford University's Centre for Islanmc Studies.

At that gathering attended by dons, | ecturers, students and prom nent
nmenbers of the Miusli mcomunity, Dr Mahathir articul ated, to a standing
ovation at the end of it, on "lIslam- the M sunderstood Religi on"

It was, many believed, a thought-provoking insight into the Muslim
worl d, an insight many woul d debate and argue endl essly but few woul d
mention openly as Dr Mahat hir did.

At the MuslimCol | ege, the Prime M nister spoke of a Muslimdiaspora,
pai nting a "sad scenari 0" where many Muslins are forced tolive inexile,
made persona non-grata in their own countries, and whose skills and weal th
contributed to the devel opnent of their adopted countries.

This is indeed true. Mislimbusinessnen, industrialists, bankers,
schol ars and educati oni sts are found all over the world hel ping to enrich
their adopted fatherland. As nminorities, they are unable to becone a
collective force to promote Islamand the Miusli mcause

VWil e Dr Mahathir may not have made a point to nmeet Muslimintellectuals
and professionals on his trips abroad, the two occasions - Oxford in 1996
and the Muslim College this week - which this witer had the opportunity
to be present were well-received and provoked nuch di scussi on.

Dr Mahathir's fear that the biggest enem es of Islamare the Muslins
t hemsel ves has not changed over the years.

The opposite, perhaps, may be true, the Prime M nister concl uded.
Obsession with narrowinterpretations of | slamand a growi ng i ndi fference
armong ul anas to be i nvol ved i n mai nstreamsoci al activities are being seen
ever ywher e.

| mams and ot her npsque officials were anong those present at the di nner
address. Dr Mahathir's plain speaking | ed to nore di scussion on the
matter, with several diners going uptothe Prinme Mnister to seek his
el aboration and ask nmore questi ons.

A student | eader (not a Mal aysi an) asked Dr Mahathir to explain the
sacking of his fornmer deputy, Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim and t he sodony
char ges brought agai nst him

G vi ng the sane expl anati on as he had in Mal aysia, the Prinme M nister
said: "If it was a sinple case of wanting to renove him | coul d have done
so, citing political and/or policy differences as the reason. But this was



not so.

"Ml aysi a sinply could not have soneone |i ke that as the next Prine
M nister."

Later, the student | eader nmet and had his picture taken with the Prinme
M nister, settingarather friendly constructive engagenent between t hem
Whet her or not the student | eader accepts the explanation i s another
matter, but it is inportant for himto al so obtain i nformati on about the
case fromother sources and, in this case, fromthe Prime M nister
hi nsel f.

An Iranian scholar |ater stood up to voice his concern over Dr
Mahat hir's not-too-optimstic viewabout the future of Muslins in the new
century.

In fact, he felt that the negative perceptions of |slamanbng sone
countries were caused by "a smal | group not representative" of Islamand
urged t he Mal aysi an Governnent to hel p "educate" the rest of the Muslim
world in ways that woul d pronote |Islamas a progressive force.

But Dr Zaki appeared to have the last word for the night. Having earlier
gi ven a conpl i mentary account of the Prime Mnister's contributions to the
cause of Islam listing the International Islanmic University in Gonbak as
the sole institution that still works, the college principal said:

"Mal aysi a under Dr Mahathir has bl azed the way for other Islanic
countries to follow Wile pursuing science and technol ogy seriously and
successful ly, Mal aysia has remained true to I sl am

"I'ts econom ¢ policies have enabl ed Muslins to have a bigger stake in
busi ness, trade and i ndustry.

"Contrary to the predictions by the so-called pundits that Ml aysia had
taken a wong turn in the 1997 econonic crisis, Dr Mahathir has proven
everyone wong, the I nternational Mnetary Fund/ Wrl d Bank among them

"Si nce he has achi eved so nmuch for his country, | nust say that | can't
share his gl oomy, pessimstic scenario of the future of Miuslinms and
Islam™

Whi | e such rhetoric may warmthe heart, much remai ns whet her the Islamc
world at large can prove its worth by putting words into action.

O herwise, as the Prime Mnister said, aresurrection of the Muslim
Civilisationin the 21st century will be nothing nore than a dream

( END)
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