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Detoxify the mnd of bigotry

Dzul ki fli Abdul Razak
BY fasting in the nonth of Ramadan, Miuslins learn to enpathise with the
deprived and marginal i sed.

And this week, as the 1.2 billion Mislins worldw de cel ebrate Hari Raya
Aidilfitri, this lesson is further reinforced for it is a tine when the
bond of brotherhood irrespective of creed, colour or ethnicity is enhanced
t hrough the spirit of sharing.

Qutside the holy sites in Mecca, nowhere is this better denonstrated
than in Ml aysia, through the practice of rumah terbuka or open house.

This type of sharing is uniquely Ml aysian, virtually unheard of in
ot her parts of the gl obe.

In fact, elsewhere, the situation has worsened of late. In the United
States, hate crinmes agai nst people because of their ethnicity or nationa
origin have risen sharply since Sept 11, 2001

According to the FBI, Miuslinms and those of Mddle Eastern ethnicity were
t he ones nost targeted (USA Today, Nov 26). Even turbaned Si khs and
bear ded South Asians were not spared.

Reportedly, whites nmade up the vast majority of offenders, followed by
bl acks, and they were involved in assaults, intimdation, mnurder
mansl aught er and arson.

Incidents targeting Muslins, previously the | east conmon invol ving
religious bias, junped 1,700 per cent during 2001, according to US-based
Human Ri ghts Watch (HRW.

The group also cited a US Justice Departnent study that found an
estimated 75 per cent of hate crines go unreported.

But |long before the 9-11 tragedy, the Miuslimconmunity was often
subj ected to abuse, as exenplified by events followi ng the Iran hostage
crisis, the 1991 Gulf wWar, and the bonbing of USS Cole. It was harassed
even in cases where its involvenment was still doubtful, for exanple after
the 1995 bonbing in lahoma CGty, or following the crash of a TWA fli ght
the year after.

A 41-page HRWreport "W Are Not the Eneny”

(hrw. org/reports/ 2002/ ushate) last nonth took the US authorities to task
for not doing enough to stemthe backlash followi ng the Sept 11 attacks.

It reckoned the authorities should have anticipated the reaction, given
the historical backlash against Mislins and Arabs for the |last 20 years in
relation to Mddle East conflicts.

In other words, the insensitive, blanket responses blamed on a group of
peopl e of specific race and faith shoul d have been better managed.

Presi dent George Bush hinself was quite categorical about this. In a
recent visit to the nosque at the Islamc Centre of Washi ngton, he was
gquoted as saying "lslamis peace" and adnoni shed Anericans not to vent
their anger on innocent American-Arabs and Muslins (IHT, Cct 8).

Siml|ar appeals were nmade in the aftermath of 9-11, but did not get
sustai ned nedia attention. Instead, w despread publicity was given to the
obnoxi ous remarks of sonme celebrated US religious |eaders (and one | esser
known Australian clergynman).

Franklin Graham son of Billy, branded Islama "very evil and w cked
religion". Jerry Falwell, on CBS 60 M nutes denounced the Prophet of
Islamas "a terrorist” and "a viol ent nman"

Evangel i st Pat Robertson, founder of the Christian Coalition, said that
to think Islamis "a peaceful religion is fraudulent". The one-tine



presidential hopeful branded the Prophet as "an absolute wld-eyed
fanatic, a robber and brigand, and a killer"

Such toxic remarks poison the m nd and pronote bigotry, leading to nore
hate crimes. A case in point is the sectarian violence in places as far
away as India that killed five people in protest of Falwell's renarks.

In fact, the obnoxious nanme-calling is in stark contradiction to Pope
John Paul 11's nmessage for "an open sensitivity to the values of various
cultures in relation to the evangelical nessage" (NST, Dec 1).

Mor eover, as noted by the IHT, quoting the Washi ngton Post: "These are
not just the words of the fringe novenment. The speakers are | eaders of the
religious right, a novenent close to a President who speaks their
| anguage, and who can count Bush as one of their own."

Though Bush eventual |y denounced the remarks, he fell short of
repudi ating his "closest political allies" by name for fear of alienating
his "crucial voting blocs", suggests ABCnews.com (Cct 28).

The result | eaves one questioning: "If the Governnment doesn't trust
t hese people, then why should I?"

More worrying is that despite the seem ng tolerance for Islam the US
President hinself is increasingly alienating the international Mislim
community with his war on terror.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad said in reference to

Australia: "It's not a canpaign against terrorists, but against Mislins."
Most Muslinms share the view
Still, there is a greater concern that "while the Governnent is poundi ng

the pulpit of tolerance with the right hand, that with the left hand it is
pushi ng aside the very American traditions of equality”, HRWwas quoted as
sayi ng.

This refers to the extrene neasures recently adopted; antiterrorism
efforts largely directed at Muslins, Arabs and South Asians alike,

i ncluding secret detentions (nmore than 1,000 of them, the decision to
fingerprint and handcuff, as well as the effort to question over 5,000
M ddl e Eastern nen.

As Raja Zarith Idris suggested in her colum "On Common G ound” | ast
week, Mal aysians, and Muslins in particular, nust actively take a | ead
role in fostering better inter-religious understanding for the world to
emul at e.

As a nation, it is tine to move fromthe synbolic gesture of open house
to that of open hearts and minds by rejecting all toxic, hate-in-citing
messages on any issue that threatens our treasured unity.

W shing our readers a lifetime of sharing, happiness and peace. Sel anat
Hari Raya.

* The witer is Vice-Chancellor of Universiti Sains Ml aysia
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