
IS THE ANSWER TO DO NOTHING?








by Joel Cohen

A man is stranded in the desert, starved and thirsting. He can stand pat where death is certain and imminent. Or he can begin walking -- painfully, to be sure -- in a direction, which may be closer or, lest the obvious go unspoken, hopelessly more distant from the lifegiving food and water. He has no choice; he must do something -- even if he moves in the wrong direction (as the wrong direction can’t be much worse than standing still).

 It’s Kant’s Imperative --  a metaphor for how to begin to reconsider how to address the great problem facing civilization today: a society that lives in overarching fear that the worst is hardly over, no solution in sight to address the barbarism of the 21st Century. Terrorism and the fear that terrorism will not end in our lifetime.  But can we remain exactly where we are simply because it is too painful to make conciliatory gestures that might, if only by virtue of our making the first overtures, inadvertently suggest or communicate to those on the other side of the cultural divide that we, not they, may be at fault for the predicament in which the world finds itself  --  i.e., cultural promiscuity?



*                         *                          *  

On September 11, the world changed forever.  Since then, virtually the entire non-Muslim world has concluded that Muslims everywhere, including those within the United States and within our own communities, no matter how Western-appearing, are in an ideological struggle against “infidels” whose wicked ways might corrupt the “righteous, Allah-fearing” ways of Islam.

 Non-Muslims who speak out on the subject -- and even the Silent Majority of non-Muslims -- accept the reality that there is at least a group of moderate Muslim clerics who clearly don’t fall within that category. They are seen, though, as simply too afraid to raise their voices to articulately protest that the mainstream of their religion has been eclipsed -- “hijacked” in Bushspeak -- by extremists, even in America. 

Paternalistic books by Western intellectuals that analyze “What Went Wrong” in Islam, as if they have a monopoly on what is right, are not the answer. Self-serving propaganda about Judeo-Christian mores and views authored by Westerners explaining why “we’re right; they’re wrong,” aren’t either. They simply don’t make cultural converts, assuming that’s their purpose, of the Silent Muslims who may find the cultural excesses of the West appalling, but still wouldn’t act violently based on their disdain. These are, indeed, the same Silent Muslims who stand mute about  Sunni/Shia sectarian violence -- surprising since “Children of Muhammed” should be especially outraged over fratricide, irrespective of  the strain of  Islam from which they descend..

Preaching to the Western choir that traditional Muslim thinking is anachronistic may engage the choir, but no one else -- especially those outside the choirhall, where a scant few  Muslim noses are pressed to its windowpanes seeking the “wisdom” of Western thinking. And Christianne Amanpour, Wolf Blitzer and others, for all their excellent reporting, won’t resolve the crisis. Maybe nothing will. Maybe we should simply stand immobile in the Kantian desert starving and thirsting, bereft of strategy!

But how can that be palatable?  If the “other side,” for lack of a better term,  is wrongheaded (or worse),  the Majority in a society cannot ignore an oncoming storm that allows or enables moderate Muslims to be swept along by Fundamentalists geneologically linked to them. We simply cannot sit by, consoled that moderate Muslims are themselves personally offended by the jihadi rhetoric of those who, de facto, speak for them because they fill the vacuum caused by the silent moderates who are only silent in fear of reprisal from the Fundamentalist Right..   

 If the squeaky wheel catches the oil, or at least the attention of the fearful (and thus silenced), what can we do to keep the moderates from being overriden by the radicals?   Don’t we need to protect our destiny -- perhaps by persuading the silent, or silenced, Muslims that we don’t pose the threat to the Ways of Allah that we are perceived to pose?  Can’t cultural interraction between us help demonstrate that we and our ways are accepted by Allah, and that our ways don’t threaten or promote the undoing of His Plan? 

And even if the answer is not clear or we are bothered by the prospect of dealing with questions over “why should we need to prove that to them,” isn’t the potential gain from the effort worth the risk of failure?




SSL-DOCS2 70321095v1

07/12/07 11:25am


