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Resisting propaganda

Article Created: 02/14/2008 02:39:00 AM PST

Iftekhar Hai


TWO weeks ago, a couple of reporters called me about two events in relation to Muslims. 

The first reporter asked about Geert Wilders, a Dutch politician who said last year that, “if Muslims want to stay in the Netherlands, they should tear out half of the Koran and throw it away.” In Parliament, he called for the Koran and Hitler's "Mein Kampf"      to be banned. The proposal was rejected. 

He further added, "If Muslims want to participate, they must distance themselves from the Koran. I know that is asking a great deal, but we have to stop making concessions." 

Another reporter wanted my comments on a documentary that was aired on a neo-conservative channel last Friday in which Muhammad-faced cookies were eaten. The program title was "Flame Thrower." 

Then, I received e-mails from neo-conservative blogs saying that Democratic presidential candidate Barack Obama has Muslim roots. They hatefully dismiss the claim that he has said several times that he is a "committed Christian." 

The way they see it, "He has Muslim roots. He cannot be trusted to run this country." 

It seems a campaign of "hitting below the belt" has been unleashed with great ferocity toward Muslims. 

Some well-financed neo-conservative lobbyists and think tanks are busy in a campaign of linking every Muslim to terrorism. 

This is done to spread fear that will lead to defeating any prospective Muslim candidate. One think tank even advocates that American Muslims should not be allowed to vote. 

Spreading hatred, bias and bigotry can also take a global dimension, depending on who controls the media. 

All throughout history, evil and good have been battling each other. 

In the past, conflicts and wars were limited to one particular geographical area. 

However, with the growth of communications technology, news can be relayed within seconds all over the world, and religious and ethnic communities can stand demonized collectively within a short span of time. 

Appeals can be made to the baser qualities of man, triggering violence against fellow citizens. We see this happening in Kenya, where tribal animosities are fueled by hatred. 

Humans have made great strides in science and technology. We have traveled millions of miles in space to discover nature, but we have failed to understand the brain, where hatred and bigotry get implanted and then trigger violence. 

We need to study deeply on how negative propaganda through mass media triggers wars by building public support for violence. 

Research must be done on religion, too. So far our society has adopted a noninterference policy in connecting religion to violence. It is about time that a globally connected humanity took up this challenge. 

To collectively accuse all belonging to one ethnic community for the crimes of a few should be condemned strongly in the global media. 

We need a set of values for the media moguls, because they have the power of proclaiming everyone guilty without a trial. 

Iftekhar Hai is the president of United Muslims of American Interfaith Alliance in South San Francisco. 

Next week: Mike O'Berg

Comments from readers:
 

1) Commonwealth Club Program Chairman

 

Iftekhar,
Thanks so much for sharing this. Very discouraging developments, which you address forcefully.  We need more people like you to educate Americans.
Dan
 

2) Newspaper Reporter in India - Bella Das
 

Dear Mr Iftekhar Bhai,
 
Greetings from India 
 
I read your note very carefully and felt much in lines with your thinking.
Mostly , that for the deeds of the few why should the lot be condemmed. Thats the spirit which is catching momemtum everywhere and it is v sad.
 
On similar lines have been the turn of vents 'insiders vs outsiders ' which has stuck out an ugly neck. It is very pitiable that in a democratic country such divisive minds exists.
 
How many iftekhar hai are there ? Those who speak rise to be under somekind of a threat.
 
It is a real pity, However at this juncture i must comment that one has to keep up the struggle for human rights ,dignity and peaceful coexistence..
 
While i was talking to dr engineer last weeek he told me that he will be going to SF in the month of april . i told him that you were stationed there. most probs he will be getting in touch with you. 
 
warm regards
bella
 
3) Rev. James DeLange (Luthern Minister)
Iftekhar: 
 

Your articles are always well written, expose prejudice and 
hatred and appeal for reason based on the American values of tolerance 
and understanding. This article is an example of another one. Good for you!
Jim

Rev. James DeLange, Chair
San Francisco Interfaith Council

4) Dear Br. Hai
 

This is an excellent letter and I hope it reaches more non-Muslims as well as Muslims. To the sentence:  "To collectively accuse all belonging to one ethnic community for the crimes of a few should be condemned strongly in the global media.” 
I would add: "and to ignore the heinous crimes the West has been committing against innocent people around the world, invading their countries on fictitious pretexts, and causing horrendous human tragedies, is quite immoral and criminal".
 

Meer
5) I am glad to have this information. I am active in interfaith dialogue. Kazi spoke at our parish (Roman Catholic).  I am distressed by some of the hateful things that are publicized.  If we as religious people can’t get along, my hope for peace is diminished.  
Victoria K. Dendinger, Ph.D.
Director of Adult Faith Formation
  6) Unless we think of our selves as Gandhi said:  “Jews, Muslims, Hindus Buddhists the untouchables etc are all brothers and sisters, or as I say we should consider our selves citizens of the world and members of the human race first and foremost. Religious differences will be exploited by a few vocals to the detriment of all, just as it happened under Hitler.
Other wise it will be Jews next, as if they have not suffered, then it's Blacks again, as if they have not suffered and so and so on, until no one is left to cry for us.
David from U.K.

7)  Thank you for sending out the article. We should all be very concerned and speak against all forms of bigotry.
 

Rachel Biale
Bay Area Regional Director
Progressive Jewish Alliance  
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