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Muslim-Hindu ties
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Although Malaysiais a
Muslim-majority country, the

understanding of many Malaysians :
 the Sikh faith.

since independence in 1957 was
that the minority religions and
races ought not to be made to feel
threatened that they would not be
able to maintain their respective
identities and promote their
cultures. This understanding was
based on the belief that there was
sufficient political and cultural
space for all religions and cultures
to thrive while Islam continued to
be the statereligion.

The beliefin the possibility of
harmonious co-existence between
the different communities in the
countryhas recently been shaken
due to the assertion of a more
exclusivist Muslim identity among

hasaffected Malaysians’
perceptions of the state of ethnic
andreligious harmony in the
country. A case in pointis the
relations between Hindus and
Muslims in the country. Recent
incidents involving Hindus and
Muslims serve to heighten fears
that Malaysian harmony is
gradually being eroded.

The decades of peaceful

i co-existence between Hindus and
: Muslims are slowly givingway toa
: more intolerant stance taken by

: some Malays in whicha

: Malay-Muslim identity is stressed
: atthe expense of non-Muslims,

: sometimesresulting in the

: denigration of their ethnicity and

. religions. For example, in June this
: year, Malaysians were shocked to
. learn that in the Universiti

: Teknologi Malaysia’s (UTM)

: Islamic and Asian Civilisations

: module, derogatory remarks were

made about both Hinduism and

What was soinsulting about the

. contentof the module was that the

. lecturer claimed that Islam had

. introduced civility to the lives of

: Hindus in India. It was also said that
. Hindus preferred tobe “dirty”,and

. thatitwasonlyIslam that had

. taught Hindu converts to Islam the

: importance of cleanliness. Although :
: UTM conductedaprobeand

: subsequently terminated the

. service of the offendinglecturer, it
: wasastonishing tomany that such

. content could be taughtata

: university. The UTM fiasco was not
. theonly example of bigotry against
: Hindus.There were five cases of
thereligious and political elite. This :
: recentmonthsin Perakand Penang.
: While theseare allisolated

: incidents, they have led many to :
: wonderifthisisthe beginning of the :
: onsetofmistrustand intolerance

: between Malaysia’s different racial
: andreligious communities.

Hindu temples being vandalised in

Muslims in Malaysia should

think more about who their Hindu
¢ countrymen are. One way to do so

. istoacquaint themselves with the
. writings of Abu al-Rayhan

: Al-Biruni, a Muslim scholar who

: was an authority on the religions

: ofIndia. Bornin 973 in Khwarazm :
. inwhatispresent-day Uzbekistan, :
: Al-Biruni was in the court of

: Mahmud Ghaznavi (979-1030),
: theruler of an empire that

. included parts of what is now

: known as Afghanistan, Iranand
: northern India. Al-Biruni travelled :
. to India with the troops of

: Mahmud and lived there for years,
: during which time he mastered

: Sanskrit, translated anumber of

. Indianreligious texts to Arabic,

. studied Indian religious doctrines
. and wrote several books and

. treatises, including the Kitab Fi

. TahqiqMali-1-Hind (The Book of

: What Constitutes India).

Herefrained from making value

. judgments about other religions
. froman Islamic perspective. He

was very conscious of the need to

: present India as understood by

: Indians themselves. In order to do

: 50, he quoted extensively from

. Sanskrit texts. His objective was to
: study thereligions of India in order
: tobring the two communities

. closer together. He states that the

: reason for embarking on his

. research on India was to provide

: Muslims the essential facts they

: would need when they

: encounteredIndians and wished to :

discuss with themaspects of Indian

. religionand culture.

Al-Biruni considered such

. dialogue with Indians as crucial as
. itwould create more

: understanding on issues about

: which Muslims remained very

: vague, as faras their understanding

troubled

: scholar, in the Muslim world as

: wellas the West, who approached
. thestudy of Indianreligions

: objectivelyand avoided treating

¢ theIndiansas mere heretics.

of Indian religions was concerned.

Itwas also his view that the
Indians believed in a single god, by
which he meant the same god that
isworshipped by Jews, Christians
and Muslims.He was the first

Malaysiais generally speaking a

: harmonious society. But, the

: political developments of recent

. years,which have seenan

: unhealthy developmentofidentity
. politics in the form of, among other
. things,reckless statements made

. bypoliticians, religious leaders and
: educators, threaten to upset the

current harmony that informs our

: society. This will potentially affect
: Hindu-Muslim relations.

The worrying trendin

: Hindu-Muslim relations suggests
. thatthereisclearly aneed for

dialogue between the Hindu and

: Muslim communities of Malaysia.

: The purpose of this dialogue would
: betoexamine the commonalities

: invalues, beliefs and culture that

. existbetween Hinduism and Islam
: and toreaffirm the commitment

. that the two communities have to

: peaceful co-existence.

Itisvital, for the sake of

: maintaining mutual respect and

¢ tranquillity in this country, that the
. political and religious leaders

: continuously speak outagainst

. bigotryandviolence in the name of
: religion. Muslimleadershavea

. particularly greater responsibility in
: viewof thefact thatIslamis the

. religion of state in Malaysia. This

: means that the Muslim political and
: religiouselite should not merely

. tolerate the presence of

: non-Muslim minorities but actively
. protect theirrights and property.
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