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ON Aug 28, the chairman of the US joint chiefs of staff, Adm Mike Mullen, wrote a searing critique of the Obama administration’s efforts at “strategic communication” with the Muslim world. In plain words, at its PR efforts. 

In an essay published in the official military journal Joint Force Quarterly he argued that no amount of public relations could establish credibility if American behaviour is perceived as arrogant, uncaring or insulting. 

He wrote: “To put it simply, we need to worry a lot less about how to communicate our actions and much more about what our actions communicate.” He added: “I would argue that most strategic communication problems are not communication problems at all.” They are policy and execution problems. “Each time we fail to live up to our values or don’t follow up on a promise, we look more and more like the arrogant Americans the enemy claims we are.” 

A week earlier, Thom Shanker of The New York Times reported that during his visit to Pakistan, President Obama’s special representative to the region Richard Holbrooke and his entourage were told that “America was widely despised in their country because it was obsessed with finding and killing Osama bin Laden to avenge the Sept 11, 2001 attacks”. 

Two Muslim countries have been laid waste to no apparent gain. Their societies have been split, their fragile institutions destroyed and their peoples humiliated by the continuing presence of foreign forces. In neither country does the regime enjoy much legitimacy. In the entire enterprise the Americans shut their eyes to the one factor which the British and the French had ignored in their imperial designs — nationalism. 

But rather than look failure in the face and devise realistic solutions, the United States has embarked on a PR effort while large sections of its people increasingly view Muslims with distrust — in different ways that is true of Britain and France as well. The West, as a whole, makes little effort to understand the Muslim mind, Islamic culture and ethos and the distorted history on which people in the West have grown up. 

President Barack Obama’s famous speech at Cairo on June 4, 2009 was lauded by many while many others demanded redress. His perceptions were flawed despite a commendable attempt to reach out to Muslims. Yet on the central issue of Palestine his understanding was not different from the conventional wisdom in the US — the two-state solution plus a homily to the wronged Palestinians who “must abandon violence. Resistance through violence and killing is wrong and does not succeed. Hamas must put an end to violence, recognise past agreements and recognise Israel’s right to exist. At the same time, Israelis must acknowledge that just as Israel’s right to exist cannot be denied, neither can Palestine’s. The United States does not accept the legitimacy of continued Israeli settlements. This construction violates previous agreements and undermines efforts to achieve peace. It is time for these settlements to stop.” 

They have not stopped and there are no signs of their stopping either. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu proposes to approve hundreds of new homes in the 

West Bank and bluntly told the US of his plans. On Sept 4, exactly three months after the Cairo speech, all that the White House did was to “urge that it stop”. 

In Cairo Obama had warned that he would not press Israel beyond a point. “We cannot impose peace.” 

Of course he can. Israel is dependent on the US. But to exercise that power he will have to risk losing popular support, so powerful is the pro-Israel lobby. He need not take that risk because the Arab states are also dependent and are, moreover, divided among themselves. 

Preceding Obama’s visit to a Muslim country, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton visited Indonesia in February, her first overseas visit in that capacity. She appeared on Dahsyat (‘Awesome’), Indonesia’s top-rated youth-music TV show, featuring dancing divas in sequined mini dresses. It was at this unlikely venue that she sought to repair her country’s image among Muslims, talking about democracy and her love of the Beatles. 

She was soon brought down to earth. Yulia Supadmo, a TV executive, said: “Everyone is watching and waiting to see if this administration’s policy is really going to be friendlier to the Muslim world.” That was six months ago. 

There are three major flaws in the West’s image of Muslims. The first is its perverse refusal to ignore the fact that a Jewish state was created by imposing forcibly Jewish settlers on Arab soil. Curzon alone had the foresight and courage to warn that “They and their forefathers have occupied the country for the best part of 1,500 years. They own the soil, which belongs either to individual landowners or to village communities. They profess the Mohammedan faith. They will not be content either to be expropriated for Jewish immigrants, or to act merely as hewers of wood and drawers of water to the latter.” 

What are 60 years in the history of a nation? Israel makes no effort to win legitimacy by conciliation. Israeli historians like Ilan Pappe and Tom Segev acknowledge the wrong. Very few in the West do. 

The second flaw is the refusal to recognise that condemnable as terrorism is, political solutions are indispensable in conflict situations. 

The last concerns the personality of Prophet Mohammed (PBUH). The West simply does not care to understand what their Prophet means to the Muslims. There is a long history of his denigration in the West and a history also of awe-inspiring scholarship as well to which Muslims are deeply indebted. But not only the average citizen, even the leaders in the West remain insensitive to the Muslims’ feelings and ignorant of the foundations of their faith.

