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Bjr Dr. Mizanur Rahman Shelley

In a pluralist and democratic society like the USA public representatives such as
senators and congressmen, governors, mayors and councillors are the prime

shapers of opinion and makers of policy. The Muslims needed to get into these

ranks if they were to really arrive as a community in the multicultural and multi-

mtegrate their community in American life and society:.
PRIL 18, 1998 .. It was a observed, was the only sound subscribers in a community of
warm, sunlit Saturday. way of partlcipatmf in the six milllon. Many of them were
nd Chicago felt leisurely making of public |policy. This highly placed but scattered, dis-

Jointed and divided by lack of
effective mechanism for com-
munications.

Dwelling on the splendid in-
tellectual attainments of the
Muslims in the middles ages,
the speaker said that the Mus-
lim African City of Timbuktu
once had 20,000 foreign stu-
dents. As a result of historic de-
generation that magnificent
centre of international learn-
ing has today become reduced to
a town of a paltry 20,000. Before
the Invention of the printing

ress all Europe had only

0,000 books, but within 50
years of the introduction of
printing press the number rose
to nine million. The table thus
turned and intellect and wis-
dom became the prime compo-
nents and propellers of western
civilisation.

That civilisation has be-
come dominant force in the
present-day world. This is a fact
of life despite the oft-repeated
criticism of the ways of the
West. The speaker referred to
Gandhi's sarcastic comment on
western civilisation - “that

They could take full
advantage of their sit-
uation as citizens and
residents of the USA
and reap all benefits of
the most advanced
computer-society of
the world of our times
... the young Muslims
iIn America were now
more active on the

was also the path to the main-
stream in national life. In a
pluralist and democratic soci-
ety like the USA public repre-
sentatives such as senators and
congressmen, governors, may-
ors and councillors are the
prime shapers of opinion and
makers of policy. The Muslims
needed to get into these ranks if
they were to really' arrive as a
community in the multicul-
tural and multiethnic US soci-
ety. This was the way that the
Irish Catholic Americans under
the leadership of personalities
like President John F Kennedy

Muslim Americans. | happened [ollowed to successfully rInttL?-
to meet him for the first time in ﬁ;’ﬂte their community: in
1995, Mohammad Alamgir, nerican life and soclety.
founder-director of the Centre _ Atll felt that for long the
for Development Research, surrender aspect of Islam™ has
Bangladesh (CDRB) who had been more stressed than the
been living in Chicago for tenets that call Muslims to par-
nearly a decade, introducing us.  tcipate in public service. QUUE'
Qazi Mohsin had told me Ing the example of prophet

about the daylong assembly and Yusuf, he stated that here was
discussion of the American an extraordinary person, who

. » ar- came from a dysfunctional Jew-

rhfr:luﬁ gﬁﬁfjgg}"frfnﬂ"rq'éﬂ.arﬂ. ish family, his brothers had
New Jersey, two days ago. He been sold as slaves. He was also
said that I would be welcome to @ member of a minority group
join the meeting of the Muslim In a society where a majority
American intellectuals and had different faith and way of
prufgssionals on the A[_}r“ 18. life. In addition, thﬂllgh well
1998. Hence, | was there in the conversant with realities, he
cosy conference room of the did not have the benefit of edu-
.East-West University listening cation. Yet by participating in
to several articulate American public service he stood out tall
Muslim scholars, professionals and distinguished and carved a
and intellectuals as they anal- place for his community in the
ysed the situation of the Mus- country of his residence.
lims in America and offered Prophet Yusuf was sent to jail
their own suggestions for bring- for his moral stand, but even
ing the Muslims into the main- imprisonment could not
stream of US society without dampen his zeal for public ser-
disturbing or destroying their vice. While in jail, he started
religio-cultural heritage and organising the prisoner for
character. achieving as good a life for
The learned deliberations themselves as the harsh condi-
were at once illuminating and  tions of the prison permitted.
exciting. These brought to focus  The example of the indomitable

and quiet. A nice, short drive
from my hotel took me to the
East-West University right on
one of the wide avenues near the
heart of the city,

Qazi Mohsin, who drove me
there, was an immigrant from
Bangladesh who had spent
vears in Chicago. He and his
wife run a fairly successful
travel agency In Chicago’'s leg-
endary Devon Street, the centre
for sub-continental shops and
restaurants. Qazi is a devout
Muslim and takes keen interest
in various congregations and
community activities of the

hopes and fears. aspirations prophet is part of a proud her- ;

and frustrations, confusions jtage that Islam inherited from lnter'n?t. ‘ and the
and challenges faced by an €s-  hoary antiquity. The strength POSSlbllltIES before
timated six million Muslim of 3 'Muslim flows from inner

them were immense.

would be a nice idea™; like it or
not, the idea has indeed become

a-rgaéitéyhl adass yilijlaa Wl s
o ARER, them BEnt.ontg sdy.
ing ,that prese t.-da,y,_clqu
civilisation was taking a posi-
tive turn in terms of communi-
cation knowledge. The com-
puter revolution has taken gi-
gantic strides. Computers are
now newer, cheaper, compact
and more powerful. This hap-
‘pening is something as major
as the Renaissance of 1453, It
has made communication
faster beyond imagination; it
has opened new horizons in the
acquisition, preservations and
transmission of information
and knowledge. Access to
knowledge has at once become
easy and difficult, The consid-
erable expenses associated with
comprehensive computer in-
stallations have made these
more difficult for access to in-
dividuals. On the other hand,
governments and multina-
tional corporations with their
massive resources tend to be in
position of control and direc-
tions of this powerful mecha-
nism of knowledge and infor-
mation.

Maiek thgught that the new
developments could offer much
greater opportunities to the
Muslim American. They could
take full advantage of their sit-
uation as citizens and residents
of the USA and reap fall bene-
fits of the most advanced com-
puter — society of the world of
our times. He noted with satis-
faction that the young Muslims
in America were now more ac-
tive on the internet and the
possibilities before them were
immense.

Another professional Tipu
Siddiqui dwelt on the require-
ment of appropriate leadership
for the Muslims in America. He
also analysed the nature of the
process of the return of the
African-American Muslims to
Islam. Speaking on leadership,
he said, the lack of leadership
of vision and ideas handi-
capped the Muslims in the USA.
In the USA, he said. leadership
was not necessarily the out-
come of mere politics and ma-
nipulation. On the contrary, it
was the function of hard work,
continuous struggle, suffering
and sacrifices. The speaker
pointed out that the African-
American Muslims returned to
Islam through the “Nation of Is-

Americans, the third largest re-
ligious community in the
United States. As each speaker
spoke with sound knowledge
and analytical grasp of the state

of theycommunity aifd _iys persii
CEIVEJ [.itouhfg&l}ils ‘ji{iij&m jety
where it was a dispersed minor-
ity the challenges and opportu-
nities were revealed in clear
light.

Atif Harden, a highly placed
professional. dwelt on the need
for greater and meaningful co-
operation and collaborations
among the Muslim individuals
and their organisations in the
USA. He pointed out that com-
munication and interactions
among the organisations of the
American Muslims were inade-
quate and there was ample
room for improvement in this
regard. He, then, dwelt on the
vital importance of participa-
tion by the Muslim American
in the broader life of US society.
He felt that it was alarming that
they did not participate ade-
quately in American life. They
seem to be willing victims of a
policy of “self-apartheid”
which was counterproductive
and did not augur well for the
community. Harden thought it
was imperative that the Mus-
lims in the USA participate
boldly and enthusiastically in
the life and activities of the
American society at large. He
pointed out that groups that
opted for non-participation had
minimal impact and signifi-
cance in the USA. Among such
groups are the Amish, Jeho-
vah's witnesses and Quakers,
etc. These groups are p]nu%hin
their lonely furrows insulate
and isolated from throbbing
pulsation of the modern Ameri-
can society. In many cases such

oups have been largely left

ehind by the US society at
large to only constitute points
of attraction for the occasional
tourists and the devoted sociol-
ogists. The speaker said that

uslims must abandon their
present policy of non-participa-
tion if they were to be spared a
similar fate.

Taking the examples of
groups that followed the oppo-
site policy of vigorous partici-
pation, he pointed out their evi-
dent success In creating and
sustaining a significant role for
themselves in the national life
of the USA. Among these groups
are the Irish-Catholics, the

" Mormons and the Jews. The
Jews are more prominent in US

composure and unflinching
courage in the face of heavy
odds in the conduct of public
service. Atif said that he him-
self became sllicm t the age of
18 1 CleVélalid, Olo” He'did so
on having been impreSsed by :
the resolute courage and com-
posure of a Muslim who stood
strong in the face of harass-
ment by the hooligans at
school. He did not embroil him-
self in animal-like fights. He
tolerated the beatings and re-
sisted peacefully. But never gave
in. He thus represented an un-
shakeable force for positive
psychosocial change. Two more
Caucasain Americans were also
inspired by the noble example
of the quiet and strong Muslim
in Cleveland and converted to
Islam, Atif added.

Another speaker Riaz
Ahmed pointed out that man-
agement and organisation were
the strong points of American
society. Muslims in America
were weak in both. Though a
significant portion, nearly 40
per cent of the Muslim Ameri-
can are in the highest tax
bracket, the members of the
Muslim Community are not
present in important areas of
public life and Eolicy making.
Although members of other
communities have made in-
roads in these fields by enterin
the staff of congressman an
senators, Muslims are not
there. He added that on an aver-
age the representatives to the
Congress had 17-34 and the
senators had 40-80 members in
their staff, there was no Muslim
to be found among these hun-
dreds of important staff. By
comparison the Jews have
much greater representation in
these staff than their propor-
tion in the total US population,
Ahmed further observed.

- The next speaker A Maiek
struck a different note. In his
deliberations Maiek called at-
tention to the dictate in the
Holy Quran requiring Muslims
to live for the future and to
share in the broader life of so-
ciety. The major problem of the
Muslim American was the lack
of a forum where they gathered
to discuss and settle the various
problems facing them. Mosques
in the USA are not effectively
used for this purpose. He
pointed out that out of 300,000
Muslims residing in the greater
Chicago area some 5000 at-
tended the weekly Jum'a
prayers on Friday. Maiek said

business, economv. finance. that while participation has lam”™ which they viewed as a
politics and media than they positive lmpact, there were force for Iiberation. Far-
are anywhere else in the world points in favour of non-partici- rakhan, the leader of that
save Isracl. He further observed pation also. But the problem movement, was right as he

stood for the weak and the suf-
fering African-American
Community. Tipu thought there
was a great need for dialogue
among the votaries of Islam
coming from different ethnic
background and settled n the
USA.

was lack of a forum where such
vital issues are debated and dis-
cussed threadbare by the mem-
bers of the community. He also
observed that even the journals
published by the community
had very small circulation:
only some five to six thousand

sarcastically that the Pales-
tinfans "also do well wherever
they participate excepting in
their own land”.

The speaker continued his
Inspiring discourse with a call
to public service for the Muslim
American. Public service, he

... management and organisation were the strong points of
American society. Muslims in America were weak in both.
Though a significant portion, nearly 40 per cent of the Muslim
American are in the highest tax bracket, the members of the
Muslim Community are not present in important areas of
public life and policy making. Although members of other
- communities have made inroads in these fields by entering the

- staff of congressman and senators, Muslims are not there.
-‘.'-f; { »i i:

ethnic US society. This was the way that the Irish Catholic Americans under the
leadership of personalities like President John F Kennedy followed to successfully

Dealing with the compara-
tive backwardness of the
American Muslims at the top
level of the US society, he
pointed out, that of the top 750
grnfessinnals working In the

ilicon valley and earning
more than a million dollar a
ear, there were 300 Jews, 11
indus and only eight Muslims.

There was an urgent need to
change the quality of leadership
in the community of Muslim
Americans. The speaker
thought that the children of the
community tended to reject the
materialistic thinking of their
parents, the first-generation
immigrants. What was {mpera-
tive was to change the ways of
thinking of the people about the
world. Beneficial Enuwled e is
an absolute necessity. The Mus-
lim American must have an
agenda of work with top prior-
ity for securing the base of
knowledge of the physical uni-
verse and humanity. Ideas are
the most powerful factors in
shaping a leading role for any
community in a sophisticated
and modern society such as the
USA. The Jewish community in
America has been successful in
captivating the society with
ideas and thoughts favourable
to that community. These they
have achieved by working
steadfastly and skilfully
through the media, movies and
scientific pursuits. The Muslim
Americans, if they were to come
into their own, will need to gen-
erate and disseminate “top of
the line ideas" in the society
they inhabit, Tipu Siddiqui
concluded.

The next speaker was Dr.
Cheema who dwelt on evolution
of Islam in the resurgent
African-American community
in the USA. He traced the be-
ginning of this phenomenon
with the rise and career of Eli-
{ah Mohammad. Elijah stimu-
ated powerful pulsation by in-
volving what he thought was Is-
lam and the entire Muslim
African-American Community
throbbed with that pulsation.
Main stream Muslims consid-
ered him a deviant and his
brand of Islam a distortion. Dr.
Cheema recollected how Al-

. a Alauddin Siddiqui ofjg8
Id* ‘Pa an tried to persuade &
~ Waris Deén Mohammad, the el-

der son of Elijah, to take up
pure Islamic studies in a college
at Lahore. This was not to be.
Waris did not go to study in La-
hore. However, in course of
time, he came back to the path
of original Islam by what could

be described as a path of self-
correction. So did his younger
brother Akbar. Thus, Dr.
Cheema underscored the pro-
cess of "self healing™ through
which Islam in its original
shape was securely established
among the disciples of Elijah
Mohammad.

Turning to the successful in-
terventionist role of commu-
nity organisation like the
American Muslim Counceil

(AMC), Dr. Cheema pointed out .

that the AMC was effective in
intervening to reshape Presi-
dent Bill Clinton's anti-terror-
ism law so that it did not bear
unfavourably on the Muslim
American. He felt that this role
needed to be strengthened in or-
der that the Muslims in the
USA were effective as citizens.

He further gnmted out that jc-
fore the 1996 election, the state
of California had 1,04,000 reF‘

- Istered Muslim voters. 13

lamented the fact that despite
this large number, the Muslim
Community in that State did
not exert Its proportionate In-
fluence on _Pnlltlca and public
life there. They needed to be
more active an sitive {f they
were to make thelr presence

_ felt, Dr. Cheema added.

It was my turn to speak next.
I spoke on Bangladesh in gen-
eral. | underscored the success
storfes of the country in the
fleld of food production, ready-
made garments manufacturin
and export, micro-credit an
NGO efforts In empowerment of
the poor especially of the
women and poverty alleviation,
expanded programme of im-
munisation (EPI) of children
under one year. While these ar-
eas showed the resilience and
sign for success, there were till a

lot to be achieved in the field of

improvement of health, spread
of literacy and education, hu-
man resources development
through health and education
and training and industrial de-
velopment. The predominantly
Muslim soclety, I pointed out,
also had its apprehensions, be-
ing surrounded on three sides
by a mighty and vast over-
whelmingly non-Muslim
neighbour. I felt that this could
be overcome by stressing the
positive and tolerant core val-
ues of Islam. This would help
bring peace and understandin

within the national society an

also In the reglonal contexts. In
a way, the problems of the Mus-
lim Bangalls were similar to
that of the Muslim Americans,
“a minority complex” and ac-
companying lack of self-confi-
dence In a perspective of neigh-
bouring socleties that were pre-
dominantly non-Muslim.

The last speaker was Mehdi
from Philadelphia. An African-
American and a teacher, he un-
derscored the unity that bound
the Muslim Americans together
despite their diversity. He
pointed out that there were few
visible Muslims in the main-
stream of US national life.
Whatever success stories they
had were of marginal character.
That, however, should not bé a
cause for worry, Mehdi said. He
opined that this weakness could
be overcome by continuing the

strategy of strong family ties as
was done by the African-Amer-
ican Muslim. Furthermore, the
Muslim American could utilise
to good effect the positive things
Islam sald about other reli-
gions. He further pointed dut
that the 21st Century would
pose great challenges of brin
ing forth the human aspect

technology. Genetic engineeritig

leading to cloning of animals
and possibly of human beings
will raise Immensely complex
and challengingb moral ques-
tions. This will bring to focus
the need for humanistic under-
taking of sciences and moral
control over science and tech-
nology. Islam can pioneer a

athiin the 21st Century to

ring science and humanity to-
gether in a humane blend, Mr.
Mehdi concluded.

Despite some apprehensions
the deliberations of the AMC
closed on a note of confidence
and hope.

The Muslim Americans are
part and parcel of the American
society. The meeting seemed to
be aware throughout of this un-
deniable truth. What the
thinkers and the social workers
assembled there grappled with
was the right way of defining
and finding their cherished role
in that prosperous and techno-
logically advanced society itself
engaged in determining the
terms of its evolution and de-
velopment in the coming mil-

' lennium.

An insider's tale

A Mexican in New York sends money, and hope, to distant family

By lan James, AP
New York

IS grandfather picked cot-

ton In Arizona. His father

made glass picture frames
at a factory in New York. So
when his time came, at age 13,
Roberto Fructuoso erez
followed the same path away
from his family’s home in
Mexico and set out for the
United States.

Ten years later, he earns 340
US dollars a week unloading
boxes of vegetables and meatf
from a delivery truck at Chinese
restaurants. He puts aside about
a fourth of his earnings, and he
manages to send a steady
:rlckle of money back to Mex-
co.

With his help, his parents
have built a house, paid tuition
for one of his sisters and opened
a sandwich stand.

“It's very important that I'm
here to give them a little more
support,” Fructuoso says during
a ride In the delivery truck be-
tween restaurants. “I came with
that wish to be able to give them
what they might have wanted to
give us but couldn't,”

He shares that wish with
countless other young Mexicans
who head north when hope runs
out in their homeland. But
Fructuoso, like his father and

randfather before him, pays a
1gh personal price to help sup-
port his family.

Because he has no docu-
ments, returning to Mexico to
visit would mean risking arrest
and possibly even death trying
lo cross the US border on the
way back. So for the past five
yvears, the 23-year-old has put
aside thoughts of seeing his
family, even though he believes
he should have the right to
come and go,

He says it's wrong that he
should be treated like a crimi-
nal while he and other illegal
immigrants help keep the EJS
economy gﬂinF.

“Supposcd&r they say Amer-
ica is the land of freedom. But
we really don't see it that way,”
he says. “We came with a dream,
supposedly to the land of free-
dom, and we found what we
have — sometimes more barri-
ers than in our countries of ori-

in. Many times, our dream f{s
rustrated.”

Without a coveted “green
card” to allow him to work
legally in the United States,
Fructuoso is limited to toiling
in the hardest, lowest-paying
jobs. At work, he carries buck-
ets of tofu and 100-pound (45
kilograms) sacks of rice into
restaurants, his cheeks shining

E= | with perspiration.

In Spanish, he greets young
Mexican men who worK in

restaurant kitchens, on other
delivery trucks, and at ware-
houses. They are all part of a
deeply entrenched pattern of
immigration that keeps youn
Mexican men in the Unite
States for many years at a time,
often sacrificing life with their
families for the money to sup-
port them.

After work, Fructuoso stops
by the travel agency he uses to
wire money to his family, a
small shop with signs in its
windows advertising airfares to
Mexico, Peru and Ecuador. He
counts out 180 dollars and
passes the bills across the
counter to an employee. He pays
the woman a fee of 9.20 dollars.
and she hands him a yellow re-
ceipt printed with his mother's
name.

The next morning in
Cuautla, 40 miles (64.36 kilo-
metres) south of Mexico City,
Fructuoso's family gathers to
pick up the money. His father,
who returned from New York
years ago, had spoken to his son
by phone and decided to skip
work. His mother and sister

leave their sandwich stand In
the hands of a younger sister
even though they just opened if

days earlier. ;
At 9:30 am, the family takes

a bus to the town's tree-lined
main plaza and walts in line at
the Mexico Express office be-
hind a woman with a baby
bundled on her back.
Fructuoso's mother, Rufina
Perez, proudly hands her voter
card to the teller, then signs her

name in studied letters. She:

smiles when the teller turns
over nine crisp 20-dollar bills.

Fructuoso's father, also
named Roberto, says most of
the money will disappear imn-
mediately.

“We have to Pa[\_: what we
owe,” he says. “If there's any-
thing left, it will be a little
money for the house, for food.

A big chunk of the money —
490 pesos, or 53 dollars — goes
toward monthly tuition for
Fructuoso's 17-year-old sister,
Veronica, i

Some will go for rent on the
tiny yellow-walled sandwich
stand, which costs the family
500 pesos (54 dollars) a month,

Some will help pay off the
4.,000-peso (430 dollars) loan
they took out to buy the stove
and refrigerator and pay for

rmits they needed to open the

usiness. They must make a
loan payment of 200 pesos (22
dollars) each week.

Without the help, the family
wouldn’t have enough money.
The father’'s job of digging wells
on poor ranches, a trade he
learned from his father, doesn’t
bring in much. -L

The family's sandwich stand
has -a single table with four
chalrs. Without a sink, Fructu-
0oso’s mother and a sister fill a
garbage can with water from a
spigot and scoop it out with a
bowl to wash dishes and clean
the lunch counter. The women
sell fruit drinks for four pesos
(43 cents) and sandwiches for
five pesos (54 cents).

The family’s house is tiny
and ramshackle. A cracked car
mirror is nalled to a wall, and
ancient mattresses sit on cin-

derblocks. Light bulbs hang

from a jumble of wires. On one
wall is a board covered with

postcards from New York. They

are blank on the back,
The kitchen is outside, with

an old, rusted stove. A cistern
holds water because service
every third day. A
small washing machine hasn't

comes onl

worked for years.
“We bought the land and

built the house — all from what

Roberto sends,” his father says.
“We thou
walls around the kitchen this
year, but we couldn’t do it,” h
adds. He hopes't can aﬂ'arﬂ’
THHY A n #40 I
" “The only hopé/ctomes ffofi
Roberto, because here, it's
tough.”

ack in New York, Fructuoso °
recalls that when his father was

in the United States, he some-
times didn't send the family
enough money, so his mother
had to stru
dren. Early in the morning, she
went door to door selling dough
for making tortillas.

Later in the day. she took a
bus to fields in the surrounding
hills, where she would fill a
large sack with tomatoes and
other vegetables discarded in
the rows.

‘I wanted to come because
my mother was suffering a lot,”
Fructuoso says. "She always
had fought for us.”

The situation at home
prompted him to leave for the
United States with an uncle in
1989 even though he hadn't fin-
ished school. As the only son in
the family, it was his duty to
help provide for his mother and
four sisters.

It was a well-travelled path.
Fructuoso had heard stories of
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Fathers groom their sons in
youthtful Arab world

With the death of President Hafez al Assad on 10 June, Syria became the first Arab
republic to revert to a hereditary system of government, Hazhir Teimourian
writes from London -

S mourners gathered in

old Omayyad Square in

entral Damascus to
awalit President Hafez Assad's
coffin, it was remarkable how
many faces in the crowd were
those of youths.

Did so many turn up on 13
June because they were grief
struck by the death of Assad?

Or was it because the over-
whelmingly young population
identified itself with the 34-
year-old successor, Bashar al
Assad, hoping that under him
Syria would open up to the
modern world and become part
of 1t?

In authoritarian countries,
school children, soldiers in
civillan dress and government
servants are often bussed in to
where the cameras want them
to be. "But here such efforts
seemed superfluous. Hundreds
of thousands of people had
turned up and their tears were
genuine.,

For 30 years, the people of
Syria had not known any other
leader. "He was the big tree un-
der which we gathered,” one dis-
traught mourner sald. More ac-
curately, perhaps, Assad was
the grumpy old grandfather one
misses terribly after his death,
though he hac{ become (mpossi-
ble to live with!

But did Assad hand over
power to his son because he
wanted his successor to be in
closer touch with the younger
generation? Certainly not.

For years, the government of
Syria had become a famlily
business for the Assad clan and

it was the preservation of that
privilege — in the name of 'na-
tional stability’ — that would
have been on Assad's mind
when he began %mmnlng
Bashar to take over from him
some years ago.

He certainly knew that
hereditary rule was an anath-
ema to all the principles of his
governing Soclalist Arab Re-
naissance (Ba'ath) party, and
that he was humiliating the
vice-presidents and senifor min-
isters bypassed in favour of his
son.

a2

This apparent conversion to
the merits of a kind of monar-
chy is not, however, confined to
Syria. Apart from Saddam Hus-
sein in Iraq, where Uday Hus-
sein {s said to be eyeing the top
job, several other Arab presi-
dents are gllsn clearly grooming

their sons to take over from
them, |

They include:-

* President Ali Abdullah
Salth of Yemen, whose son
Ahmed is a colonel in the army
and a member of parliament;

* Chairman Muammar
Gaddafil of Libya, whose elder
son Self ed-Din is a business-
man with extensive links to the
Libyan oil industry; and

* President Hosni Mubarak
of Egypt, who has never ap-
llnlnte a vice-president since.
1e came to power in 1981. But
his younger son Kamal was re-
cently arpulnted to the secre-
tartat of the ruling National
I‘kmucra?c Party.

i Ay - ]
ST i o e i ol

Of the 21 states in the Arab
world, eight are formally hered-
itary systems — Saudi Arabia,
Oman, Jordan, Morocco, and
the emirates of Kuwait,
Bahrain, Qatar and the United
Arab Emirates. Kuwait has a
reasonably powerful parlia-
ment, but women have no vote,
And Jordan's parliament has
weak opposition.

If Iraq. Yemen, Libya and
Egypt join Syria and go the
same way, more than half of all

- Arab countries will be ruled by

dynasties,

The Palestinians have even
made up political jokes about it.
"No matter how unattractive
our leader may be."” one runs, "at
least he [Chairman Yasser
Arafat] has no son to inflict on
us.!l

The Syrian parlilament's
hasty amendment of the consti-
tution to allow Bashar al Assad
to succeed his father (by lower-
ing the minimum age), led to
another joke:

"We are now making prepa-
rations for an amendment to
the Palestinian constitution.
The minimum age for a presi-
dential candidate will be four,
and women will be allowed to
serve as president.” (Arafat's
daughter Zahfa Is four years
old)

The development certainl
puts a spring in the steps of Gulf
monarchies — long sneered at
by the 'progressive’ Arab re-
publics. But it is difficult to
imagine that several genera-
tions of Arabs wlho have been
brought up on slogans of repub-
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licanism and democracy will
easily be persuaded of the wis-
dom of change.

What will make the new
trend less sustainable is its far-
cical appearance, for none of
the would-be hereditary presi-
dents is expected to change his
country's constitution formally
to become a monarchy.

As for the future of Bashar,
no doubt part of his apparent

pularity among the youth of

yria is his own young age and

— by implication — his modern
outlook.

Up to his elevation, his only
official position was his
chairmanship of the Syrian
Computer Association. He has
sald that the country needs to
join the global Internet revolu-
tion. But the slogan Is likely to
remain an empty one for some
years to come. Hooking up to
the Internet and o ning up to
the rest of the world would not
go smoothly with a ane;rartv

i

state and absolute hereditary
power. {
In the meantime, Syria's

poi.)ulatinn — 17.2 million in
July 1999 and growing rapidly
at the rate of 3.2 per cent o
— Is one of the youn
world. An estimated half of all
Syrians are under the age of 20.

For them at least, Bashar —
whose name means 'the bringer

of happiness' — has h i
tations to fulfil. MERERHES,

vear
est in the
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w his grandfather worked in
:]l:)c ﬁeldsgL: Arizona for a time,
and when the boy arrived (n
New York, his father was al-
ready there working In a fac-
wr}l;cfurc long, Fructuoso says,
his father was badly cut when

ass fell on him while working

the frame factory and he
ﬂ:tcr returned to Mexico when
the homesickness became too
mugl:“ the son stayed, ﬁrowm
accustomed to a backdrop o
skyscrapers instead of modest
one-story homes. He saw snow
for the first time, and he got
used to wearing a thick jacket
in the winter. His salary gradu,
ally rose as he went from work-
ing in a supermarket to work-
ing in warehouses.

A decade later, the money

Fructuoso sends home — often

between 300 and 350 dollars a
month — is the only regular

connection he has with his
family aside from occasional
phone calls.

“He's the only boy., so we
miss him. I tell him he has to
come back.,” his mother says. I
didn’t want him to go, but he
sald, ‘'No mama, t
work here and there {sn't any-
thing to eat.” So he went.”

e phone calls are usually
brief because of the expense.
Fructuoso asks about the fam-
ily, about how Cuautla has
chan

ged from the sleepy village
it was in his youth Into the

bustling town it now is.
His pa
cted him to be gone so long,

but they understand it's too ex-

pensive and difficult to come

and go. _
Fructuoso returned to the

town once for a three-month

visit when he was 18. He passed

a test to complete his basic

schooling.
Afterward,
the United States was tou

etting back into
2 gh. He

tried unsuccessfully to cross the

border 13 times. Each time, he
was caught by US Border Patrol
agents and sent back to Mexico.

Finally, after two weeks of

trying, he made the crossing

into the Arizona desert jammed

into the back of a van with 22
other people. Once on the other
side, he paid 1,500 dollars to the
coyote guide who took him
across.

The money he carried wasn't
his. He had borrowed it from a
great-aunt and a friend, and he
paid them back, with interest,

after resuming work in New
York.

"It took him a whole year to

pay it back,” says his father.
When Fructuoso first re-

turned to New York., he had

nightmares of being appre-

immigration offi-
cepsiMhe nightmares eventu-

allg /went away, butshe still

* worries about the possibility of

being sent back.

“You always live with a little
fear.” he says.

Fructuoso believes it's wrong
that despite his years of work,
the United States still considers
him an “illegal alien™. Last
vear, he took a bus with others
to Washington and marched in
front of the White House to urge
the government to declare an
amnesty that would let immi-
grants like him stay legally.

"I don't know what the rea-
son would be that they don't
want to accept us to live legally
here,” he says.

An estimated 7 million Mex-
ican-born adults live in the
United States, and the money
they send home — by all ac-
counts more than the docu-
mented figure of 5.9 billion dol-
lars a year — is one of Mexico's
lar%-st sources of income.

ew York, like many places
in the United States, is depen-
dent upon Mexican labour,
Young men and teenagers mop
its restaurants, stock its
shelves and whittle thorns
from roses outside its corner
stores.

The city estimates its Mexi-
can population has more than
tripled in the past decade, risin
from about 64,000 in the 199
census to an astimated 200,000
last year. Other experts say the
number of Mexicans in the city
is probably much higher.

Before coming to the United
States, Fructuoso imagined it
differently, a place where “there
was less racism.” Now, he
spends some free time in the
evenings at the Mexican com-
munity group Association Te-
peyac helping organize cultural
events and marches for immi-
grant rights.

He begins his days early,
loading boxes into a graffiti-
covered delivery truck. The
work has given him the build of
a weightlifter. He and his boss,
a Chinese man who owns the
truck, unload their goods at
restaurants across the city.

Fructuoso does this work six
days a week, even when it's
snowing. Holidays are rare, and
his boss sometimes doesn't pay
on time. But Fructuoso is grate-
ful for what he has.

“Estoy bien, gracias a Dios,”
he often says. “I'm fine, thanks
to God.” J

He buys some clothes second
hand, and he shares a small
one-bedroom apartment with
an uncle and a cousin, together
paying 700 dollars a month {n
rent. ctuoso sleeps with his
cousin on a mattress on the
floor.

He warms tortillas on the
stove’'s gas burners. He says
they don't compare to the ones
his mother makes fresh at
home.

Fructuoso misses his par-
ents and sisters, and he has no
photographs of them. He lost
one family picture when some-
one stole his backpack durin
the crossing from Mexico. Bu

he says he doesn’t need a photo

to remember them by.

“They are always here, (n my

mind.” he says. "I know that my
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