10/ 09/ 2002

Cl osed hearts, narrow m nds

IN his characteristically forthright address to | ast weekend' s d oba
Leadershi p Forum at Pangkor Laut, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad struck one poi gnant note when he remarked that the powerful

nati ons had nade no effort to win the hearts and m nds of Muslins, but had
instead alienated and frustrated them On the |list are Bosni a- Her zegovi na,
Kosovo, Sudan, Libya, Iran, Iraq, Chechnya and other Mislimcountries.
They shoul d have taken a | eaf from Mal aysi a's experience of Tenpler's
canpai gn in wi nning over the people during the comruni st insurgency.

In the imediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks on the United States
a year ago, America's Muslins were called upon to explain thensel ves.
Those who could try, did. Anerican-Mislimspeakers and witers addressed
t hensel ves to the universalities of their faith, attenpting to explain and
bridge the schismin civilisational ideas between the Wst and Islam The
hope was that such information m ght offset the absence of understandi ng
that had bred hatred.

Musl i m shopkeepers, neanwhile, took to displaying the Anerican flag with
as much patriotic fervour as any of their fellow countrynen; sonme even
conposed nessages of solidarity to post in their prem ses to forestal
retributions. But they canme anyway: nosques and Mislim conmunity centres
in several US cities were fire-bonbed or vandalised, and anyone who | ooked
Arab had to be on guard and their best behaviour

One of the nost inportant effects of the past year's traumas shoul d have
been a hei ghtened awareness of the roots, history and phil osophy of Islam
- translations of the Quran were the best-selling books in America in the
nmonths after last Septenber. It seens now, however, that |Islamhas only
been "studied" in the dark light of its differences fromthe "Wstern"
way. There has energed no deeper know edge of the truths of Islamin the
West; instead, both extrenes in this so-called "clash of civilisations”
have grown even nore deeply entrenched in their prejudices.

The difference is, the Miuslimextrene has been firmy rejected by
noderate Muslim adm nistrations worl dw de, which are to varying degrees
addressing their responsibility to curb extrem st and fanatical elenents
within their folds. The Western extrene, however, has the open-throated
support of the Commander-in-Chief of the United States and the British
Head of Governnent.

The Bush and Bl air adm nistrations may i ndeed have found no reason to
soften the hearts and open the minds of their people - in fact, quite the
opposite. For what they seem hell-bent on doing - obliterating the Saddam
Hussein regine of Iraq - conpassion, circunspection and their innate God-
gi ven humanity nust have seened anathema. At this 11th hour of crisis over
the i npendi ng US-I ed canpai gn agai nst Irag, the thought that the Western
axi s would wish to acknow edge the humanity under their threat in the
M ddl e East seens al nost farcical. Now, it is no | onger Mislinms who need
to explain thenselves. But it is highly doubtful if the world' s new war-
nmongers will bother to - even to thensel ves.
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