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A plea to I et nutual understandi ng prevai

Munir Majid

INthe imredi ate aftermath of the horrific terrorist attacks on the Wrld
Trade Center in New York and on the Pentagon in Washi ngton, there was

wi despread fear the US would strike back with all its mght at targets of
its own choosing without regard to "coll ateral damage" - the euphemistic
phrase that obscures | oss of innocent civilian |ives.

And the world would thus spin into a vicious cycle of nore blood, hate
and violence. Pitting the Wst against the Islamc world, as those targets
woul d all have been in Miuslimcountries and the innocent |ives those of
adherents of the Islamic faith.

Thankfully, at least so far, this has not happened, although there are
reports that small groups of elite forces have been depl oyed i n hot
pursuit of specific targets.

Thus, despite initial American Wld West rhetoric, ill-chosen phrases
and i ntenperate | anguage, it woul d appear w ser counsel has prevail ed, as
the US appears to have opted for a War on Terrori smacross a w der front
than just the mlitary whilst building as broad a coalition as possible in
that war to include al so Muslimnations.

There is, therefore, still a chance the world will not go over the
brink. It is so terribly inportant to grasp this opportunity to achieve
mut ual understandi ng, even if the Anericans have to nake mlitary strikes,
which | hope will be limted, to apprehend terrorists and destroy their
or gani sations.

Let us begin this new round of building understanding by trying to
conprehend the depth of American pain and anger at the terrorist outrage
of Sept 11.

The cal l ous, but coldly surgical, terrorist strike at the American
"honel and” was the nost calam tous ever inits entire history. The attack
by the Japanese on Pearl Harbour in Decenber 1941 has often been invoked
inthe current crisis. However that was not quite on the American
mai nl and, was on a naval base even if without prior declaration of war,
and resulted in the loss of "only" 1,500 I|ives.

Actually, the last foreign attack on the Anerican heartland occurred in
1812, when the British razed the Wite House to the ground. The greatest
loss of life on the mainland was self-inflicted, during the American G vil
War .

In the Vietnam War, 50,000 Anericans lost their |ives over 10 years.
More than a tenth of that figure, close to 7,000, died on Sept 11 before
our very eyes. Wat the Anerican people hel plessly saw, along with nany of
us, was a terrible death, but no dead bodi es.

It has been reported that many victins vapourised as fires, worsened by
jet engine fuel, created tenperatures of 2,000 degrees Centigrade. Such
scorchi ng, excruciating deaths of the innocents.

Al'l this in America, supposed to be safe and secure, with the world's
best defence systens, but obviously not designed agai nst acts of terror
that could be perpetrated by those driven by the genius of hate.

Anerica was defeated in full display on the world stage. But the neans
were nost foul, and there will be another tine, other rounds, of Anerica's
choosi ng. Fromdeep grief, anger and the desire for revenge rise, a
cat harsi s.

The worl d feared the worst. Indiscrinminate and di sproportionate Anerican
retaliation would only lead to an escal ation of conflict, terror and even



nore bl oodshed. In this climte of fear, the British witer Martin Am s
suggested the horror of Sept 11 nmight only be "The first circle of hell™".
Many, including our own Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad
while comng out firmy against terrorismand the atrocity in Arerica
counsel |l ed caution and restraint.

In the event there has not been that explosion of Anerican rage that was
feared, although it is not clear howlong this will hold. But just now the
US appears to be intent on building a consensus and a grand coalition to
i nclude nmost Muslimcountries, and on fighting terrorismon nmany fronts,
including mlitary action, but perhaps one which is surgical and precise.

VWil e consensus is being built and strategies are being fornulated, it
m ght be useful for the Americans also to understand Muslins too have
suffered m sery and even nore deaths, plenty sufficient of their and their
| eaders' own naki ng, but nore than enough because of US policies, of US
actions - and al so i naction.

The deep hurt and grievances are absolutely no justification for the
despi cabl e terrorist outrage in New York and Washi ngton, but sone Anerican
under st andi ng and attenpt to address themwould go a consi derabl e way
t owar ds success of the War on Terrori smby removing the cause that is
turned and twi sted into hate, desperation and nadness.

Most Muslins and Islamc countries, |like Malaysia, stand squarely with
the US in opposing terrorism but there are sonme Anerican policies that
need to be reviewed and i ssues reconsidered.

It has been estinmated that over one mllion Iragis have died since the
Qul f War in 1991 fromUS-1ed bonbi ngs and sanctions. Overwhel ningly
i nnocent nen, wonen and children. It is no surprise that Muslins shoul d be
convul sed at the thought of sonme nore possible bombing, this tine in
Af ghani stan, with thousands of innocents victins.

In Bosnia, while there was Western hunanitarian intervention in 1995, it
only occurred after the massacres of Muslins at Srebrenica in the sumrer
of that year - and this after over three years of the slaughter of tens of
t housands of Bosnian Muslins by the genoci dal Serbs.

The arns enbargo served the Serbian interest against the largely
def encel ess Muslinms, as the Yugoslav National Arny armed the Bosnisn Serbs
wi t h weapons designed to defend the formerly non-aligned Yugosl avi a
agai nst the m ght of the Warsaw Pact during the Cold War. Wat chance did
t he Bosni an Muslins have?

It is not possible in this article to go through the whole |ist of
Musl i m suffering and gri evances since the Second Wrld War, but none is
nmore central than the injustice to Palestinians in the creation of the
state of Israel in 1948.

Pal estinian Arabs had to pay to salve the conscience of the Wstern
Wirld foll owing the Jewi sh Hol ocaust in Europe under Hitler. They had to
pay not only with their |and but also with their bl ood agai nst
expansi oni st Zi oni sm

The State of Israel has been fully and totally supported by the US at
the expense of the Arabs. All through the existence of the State of
| srael, the Anericans countenanced the Zionist State's expansioni st
encroachnents, and so many atrocities.

Many Muslins remenber Sabra and Shatila in 1982 when nore than 1, 000
Arab refugees, nmen, wonen and children were butchered by forces | ed by
none other than the present Israeli Prinme Mnister.

Sharon now has the audacity to describe Pal estinian | eaders as "lsrael's
Csama bin Laden", obviously shanelessly trying to curry favour with the
Ameri cans and conveniently glossing over his own record as a terrorist,
and that of a long line of Israeli leaders. It is little wonder that this
cruel and heartless nman was recently descri bed by soneone fromthe British



Foreign Ofice as "the cancer at the heart of the Mddle East crisis".

It is astounding and quite unbelievable that the Israelis of all people,
after all the Jewi sh suffering at the hands of the Gentiles, can be so
cruel and so contenptuous of another race they are now so happy to lord
over, just as so many of themwere so happy to enjoy life as whites under
the apartheid systemin South Africa.

True, Arab terror too has sonetines known no bounds. An eye for an eye
does not even begin to describe the cycle of terror in the Mddl e East.
The point, however, is that Muslinms and Arabs hold no nonopoly over the
use of terror, just as Americans and Israelis hold no nonopoly as its
victins.

Indeed the Israelis seemto have established an international standard
on the worth of an Arab Muslimlife, perhaps 100 Arab lives, if not nore,
to one Jewish. So, if the Arabs are losing out in the nunbers gane, should
they return the conplinent through the horror and atrocity of their
terror?

This is madness. But it is just where we are, at the point of madness.
There is a grave danger the world coul d plunge headl ong into the abyss. W
must pause and sei ze the opportunity of fered by Anmerican circunmspecti on,
and it is only a breathing space, to turn swords into ploughshares.

We nust try to understand each other's grievances and suffering. It
woul d be the greatest act of statesmanship in American foreign policy to
forge this understanding, along with the so many governnents and peopl es
inthe world, to find a way out and a way forward.

| believe Malaysia is one of those countries in the world that can pl ay
a useful role in that diplomatic mssion, with its record of peaceful and
st abl e econoni ¢ devel opnent and noderni sation, with its noderate policies
of tolerance, and with a | eader who is highly regarded in the Mislimand
| ess devel oped worl d.
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