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A nodern return to fundanental s

IN Algeria recently, Prine Mnister Datuk Dr Mahathir Mhanmad was praised
for being a good Muslim | eader and for noul ding Malaysia into a nodel
Muslim country. Asked for the secret of Mlaysia' s success, Dr Mahathir
said Mal aysia believes in being fundanentalist Mislim

This is not the first time Dr Mahathir has referred to hinmself and the
community as such. This self-adm ssion of fundanentalism may be confusing
to many who wongly equate the termwith religious nmilitancy and a
rejection of nodernity. But it sinply neans a return to the true teachings
of Islam A mpjority of Muslins, be it political Islam sts or |iberals,
woul d agree with Dr Mahathir's definition and that such a return is
necessary to arrest the worldly decline of the umah.

That being the case, why then the schism between the two categories of
Musl ins? The problemlies not in the definitional framework of the term
but in the content poured into the framework. \While some correctly
perceive the return as an enbrace of the scriptural nornms, they
unfortunately nake too many concessions to the forces of obscurantism
This, as witnessed in nmany parts of the Islanic world, results in
dangerous nental cl eavages, backwardness in the system of educati on,
fruitless and mndl ess sel f-censorship and noral policing, and the
i mpoveri shment of creativity in intellectual and cultural life. Inprisoned
by nedievalist thinking, Mislim countries encountered a nodernist crisis

Consequently, fundanentalismis mstakenly said to banish reason from
religion and conpassion fromfaith and its traits are anti-
intellectualism intolerance, insularity, arrogance, intellectua
bankruptcy and noral blindness. But as pointed out by Dr Mahathir to his
rapt audience in Algeria, true Islanmc teachings encourage nodernisation.
"There is no such conflict if you go to the fundanentals of Islam" he
said. In his sinmple but clear way of enunciating principles, Dr Mihathir
said the Quran requires Miuslins to defend thenselves. "In the days of the
Prophet, this meant having enough horses, bows and arrows." But today, it
is inpossible to defend oneself with such prinmtive weaponry, he said

Qobviously, nmodern mlitary equipnent is necessary but to make or obtain
and use them entails the acquisition of know edge and the exploration of
new technological frontiers. Know edge is integral to self-defence and
advancenent. As Dr Mahathir has often rem nded, the Quran speaks in
parabl es, the real meaning of which nust be interpreted in the context of
the situation faced by the ummh through the ages.

But those schooled in the exegetical tradition insist on the litera
nmeani ng of the Quranic words. And so the defence capacity of the umah is
lost to the literal need for steeds of war as stated in Sura VIII:60
"Agai nst them nmake ready your strength to the utnost of your power,

i ncluding steeds of war, to strike terror to the enenies."” Today's
nmsinterpretation of what constitutes fundanentalism provides neither the
educational, cultural and technological resources nor the wll-power to
deal with the nalaise afflicting the umah.

The fatal error of the Miuslinms is to think of Islam as historically
conmpl ete or perfect and thus to deny the pursuit of know edge
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