Knowledge is the key to progress
By Syed Mohibullah Shah

MUCH as we would like to see the resurgence of the Muslim ummah, a reality check tells us that renaissance is a national enterprise and is contingent upon the conditions prevailing in each nation.

There is much that unites the members of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference and there is much more that needs to be done, especially with regard to building up their synergies to promote common economic interests. These bonds would help build bridges across differences of geography and history and levels of development that otherwise have their own dimensions.

No less important are the different ways in which state and society are organised in their respective countries. Those amongst them that nurture knowledge and apply this to their problems and create an infrastructure of governance that ensures equal opportunities and equality before law are already on their way to reaping the benefits of a renaissance. Malaysia stands out as a success story here.

The recent discord and disharmony witnessed over moon-sighting for Eid-ul-Fitr celebrations in Pakistan must have embarrassed all including the principal players. It also dispelled illusions we may have been nurturing about our enlightenment since even when knowledge was available, we were neither willing nor able to apply it to solve this recurring discord.

Divergence of views is inherent in the structure and operating systems of moon-sighting Ruet committees. But the solution exists in the pool of knowledge of astronomical sciences and technology. Although Muslims benefit from innumerable products and services of science and technology, only Turkey among the OIC countries is making use of this pool of knowledge.

We have to answer some fundamental questions on this point. Do we appreciate the value of time and understand that time is the most scare resource of them all? Do we agree that knowledge has solutions to our problems if only we open our minds to its expanding universe? Do we desire a culture that values clarity over confusion, certainty over ambiguity and creates time for productive and rewarding work that would benefit tens of millions of Muslims themselves? And do we acknowledge that work is worship too?

The miracles of the mind occur in cultures where open and enquiring minds are encouraged and time is valued as a precious resource. Such an environment makes it possible for minds to find answers to real problems facing society and state. As things evolve and new issues arise, knowledge evolves also and is applied by trained minds to address new challenges and to find answers to overcome them.

How close are the OIC countries to creating a culture in their societies that values time, and recognises knowledge as a source of value?

Because knowledge is indivisible and incremental, a value system that does not encourage minds to use scientific knowledge and technology for such an elementary application as moon-sighting, cannot hope to be creative in other disciplines of knowledge or to use their advanced versions for solving bigger and more complicated issues. This would ensure continued dependence upon whatever solutions are provided by others, whether the issues are simple or complex.

Would the Europeans and others with a similar mindset have been able to create new instruments of wealth and power, comfort and convenience if their minds were similarly handicapped? Would there be, for instance, cameras, televisions, airplanes and other miracles that people of all races and religions so proudly use and benefit from?

Or even more relevant in our context, would there ever have been a man landing on the same moon over whose sighting we cannot agree upon? And without these and a thousand other products and services since developed by open and creative minds, would our world in the 21st century have been any different from the one in the 15th century?

The human mind has always been, but more now than ever before, the source of wealth, power, and control over everything. And if Muslims win the battle of minds, they would also be able to win the battles of economy, politics and power. But clumsy minds lose even winning battles as should be obvious to all of us.

As important as the interfaith dialogue is the dialogue amongst the sprawling members of the community to win the minds of Muslims. And the OIC can help in promoting such a dialogue to reduce disharmony if not promote the unity of minds. So can the international community, although the shock and awe methods adopted by some of its important members in Muslim lands have created their own problems in international cooperation.

These are not the battles that the neo-cons are fighting with shock and awe to win the hearts and minds of Muslims. Nor can the battle for the minds of Muslims be reduced to fighting terrorism. In any case, these political battles are already being lost in Muslim countries as several worldwide surveys and opinion polls indicate. They are also being lost in several western countries as indicated by the testimony provided by the latest public opinion surveys conducted in the UK, Canada and Mexico.

This battle of ideas is essentially an internal battle in Muslim societies and cannot be waged in proxy by others, since the infrastructure necessary for winning the battle has also to be constructed by the nations themselves.

The dire need for winning the battle of Muslim minds should also be obvious when we remember the frequent failure of our institutions to deliver to their people, despite the resources and other critical assets that society is endowed with. This has often been the cause of frequent moaning and groaning in the Muslim world and even tensions and troubles, some of which are now spilling across their borders. But we forget the fact that institutions reflect the values of the society that spawns and nurtures them.

The failure of laws and institutions to deliver the goods to the Muslim masses only means that important segments in their societies have a mindset that does not actually believe in the values these institutions are supposed to protect and uphold.

The failure of institutions in several Muslim countries is therefore a reminder of the need for winning the battle of minds to uphold these values. That is why the value system a society upholds is a sine qua non for the success of its institutions and instruments of governance.

If they create a culture that harnesses the power of knowledge and opens their minds to reorganising state and society which in some cases are obstacles to their advancement, a Muslim renaissance would have arrived and the sky would be the limit to the achievements of the people.

The future has not yet arrived. And minds find answers to problems; let there be no doubt on that score. Therefore, the minds they produce and nurture would determine which of the member countries of the OIC would have a future different from the past 300 years of their history.
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