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The Daily Star (DS): Do you work with 
groups in the Bangladeshi-American 
community?

Rabiah Ahmed (RA): Yes. We call 
on Muslim-American communities 
to join us whenever we have shared 
concern. We ask their members to 
come to our press conferences and 9-
11 vigils. In this dangerous time, it is 
more important than ever that the 
Muslim-Americans show solidarity.

DS: American Paul Johnson was 
beheaded a few days ago in Saudi 
Arabia. What impact do these type of 
incidents have on the Muslim-
American community?

RA: Whenever a terrorist act 
occurs in the Middle East, we Ameri-
can Muslims brace ourselves for the 
inevitable backlash. This past week, 
for instance, a mosque in Florida was 
vandalised almost as soon as the 

press reported Johnson's death. 
Hate messages were written all over 
the Mosque.

DS: The American press doesn't 
seem to be giving as much attention to 
such incidents as it did previously. I 
never saw any mention of that inci-
dent in the media. Is that my imagi-
nation or am I correct in my assess-
ment?

RA: The local press is reporting 
such incidents. When we report on 
incidents does the national and 
international press takes note?

DS: Are incidents of hate crimes 
against the Muslim-American com-
munity still rising?

RA: Yes, our 2004 report, which 
covers the period from January 
20003 to December 2003, shows a 70 
percent increase in the number of 
complaints filed. Clearly, the situa-

tion for Muslim-Americans is not 
improving.

DS: Where are the incidents of hate 
crimes occurring?

RA: Mostly in the larger Muslim-
American communities, particularly 
in Florida and California. California 
is the leader, according to our stud-
ies.

DS: Are the incidents done ran-
domly or is there a pattern to them?

RA: It's a combination of both. For 
example, there is the case of the 
(Muslim-American) pizza delivery 
man in New Jersey, who was lured 
into delivering a pizza to a house. As 
he approached the house, he was 
jumped on and beaten up. Clearly, 
that was a calculated incident. Other 
incidents have been less calculating. 
For instance, there was a Muslim 

American woman in Virginia who 
was putting her child in the back seat 
of her car when someone screamed 
"Terrorist!" at her and stabbed her in 
the back.

DS: How has the Iraq War 
impacted on security of Muslim 
American community?

RA: It's made the situation worse. 
Whenever America goes to war with a 
Muslim country, we feel the backlash 
here in the U.S.

DS: What was CAIR's position on 
the Iraq War?

RA: We were against it. We felt it 
was not a wise decision for America 
to go to war with Iraq. But now that 
we are there, we have to support our 
troops and try to transfer power to 
the Iraqis as soon as possible so we 
can bring them home.

DS: What are your feelings about 
the Bush administration and its 
relationship with the Muslim Ameri-
can community? After 9-11, Bush 
appeared have said the right things, 
telling Americans not to blame Mus-
lim Americans for the terrorism. How 
has George Bush fared since?

RA: The perception in the Muslim 

American community is that the 
Bush administration doesn't care 
about the issues concerning Muslim 
Americans.  The Bush administra-
tion makes a lot of rhetoric but has 
shown no action that will support 
our community. It's real disconcert-
ing.

DS: I would assume the Patriot Act 
and what it stands for is at the heart 
for the discontent.

RA: Yes, it is. The Patriot Act has 
been used to profile and single out 

American Muslims. Bush has 
publicly stated that he will not scale 
back the 

Patriot Act. In fact, he has the 
implementation of a second version 
of 

Patriot Act, which will give the 
authorities more power to pry into 
the lives of Muslim Americans.

DS: I know CAIR is working hard 
with other groups to scale back the 
provisions of the Patriot Act. Will you 
be successful?

RA: Dissatisfaction with the 
Patriot Act is definitely gaining 
ground, and it's not solely coming 
from the Muslim American commu-
nity. City councils and library groups 
across the country have passed 
resolutions charging that the Patriot 
Act violates people's civil liberties. 
More and more Americans are now 
realising how intrusive is the Patriot 
Act and they are concerned about 
losing their freedom. That's an 
encouraging sign.

DS: What about this year's presi-

dential election. Will CAIR be 
involved?

RA: Given the status of our organi-
sation, we are not allowed to endorse 
any specific candidates. But we do 
compile election updates that we e-
mail to the public, making people 
aware of who is running for office 
and where the stand on the issues

DS: Can our readers access that 
newsletter?

RA: Yes, by logging on to our web 
site (www.cair-net.org) and then 
subscribing to our e-mail newsletter

DS: Can Muslim American voters 
make a difference in this year's impor-
tant presidential election?

RA: Yes, because every vote 
counts. The election in 2000 proved 
that. It was so close that many Mus-
lim Americans believe it was their 
votes for George Bush that got him 
elected. In the coming months, we 
will be doing our best to ensure that 
every Muslim American who wants 
to vote gets that opportunity.

Daily Star columnist Ron Chepesiuk is a 
Visiting Professor of Journalism at Chittagong 
University and a Research Associate with the 
National Defense College in Dhaka.
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F LORENCE: The defining 
difference between the 
Englishman and the Italian is 
the gesture. An Italian speaks 

on the telephone with both hands, 
neither of which may actually hold the 
instrument. The phone is cradled 
between chin and shoulder, leaving 
the hand free to gesticulate while the 
fingers create intricate patterns to 
reinforce meaning to someone miles 
away, at the other end of the phone, 
and therefore completely unable to 
see this hand-dance. The real purpose 
of this exercise in stress and delicacy, 
in other words, is to express for the 
sake of expression, rather than for the 
sake of communication. Thus does 
every telephone conversation 
become an art form, a dance of hands 
and fingers to the rhythm and nuance 
of speech.

The Englishman from the rigid, 
Teutonic north does not know the 
potential creativity of hands. The 
Englishman not only has a stiff upper 
lip but also a stiff lower hand. John 
Cleese in Fawly Towers may exagger-
ate, but his excess is firmly rooted in 
fact: the Englishman prefers to walk or 
talk with his fingers pointed firmly 
south. The Italian of the liquid, Latino 
south is more like an Indian. A 
'where', a 'must', a 'there', a 'what', or 
any of the wide range of exclamations 
is incomplete without the finger 
dance. The only time Italians throw 
their arms down is when they are 
flabbergasted. The only time an 
Englishman throws his arms up is 
when he is flabbergasted. 

Is this subconscious? One must 
address this question in these Freud-
ian (or perhaps just slight post-
Freudian) times. Does the English-
man associate raising his hands with 
surrender, and therefore considers it 
beneath his dignity? Could be. These 
tough colonial types hate surrender 
and will do anything to prolong the 
agony of conflict rather than obey the 
dictates of common sense. Italians, 
on the other hand, so to speak, have 
surrendered to the pleasures of good 
life for countless generations. Duty 
doesn't call around here anymore. 
They did their best fighting about two 
thousand years ago, and now sell that 
memory to tourists while they con-
centrate on the joys of living off an 
extraordinarily beautiful land. Per-
haps that is why Winston Churchill 
growled, when informed that Italy 
had joined Germany and the Axis 
Powers in the Second World War, that 
it was only fair: after all, Italy had been 
on Britain's side in the First World 

War. They should become someone 
else's handicap this time around. 

When was Florence born? The facts 
are arid. It was an Etruscan village like 
thousands of others whose names we 
do not remember. Julius Caesar 
created Florentia (meaning flower-
ing) in 59BC for the best of reasons, 
because it was the most convenient 
crossing point on the river Arno for his 
armies. Before Caesar, the village was 
a mere truth; he reshaped it into 
reality. 

The difference is magnificent. The 
power of Italian genius lies in its 
ability to lift truth to a higher dimen-
sion by a powerful vision. And so, 
when Florentians sneered that 
Michelangelo's statue of the dissolute 
Giuliano was too heroic to be a like-
ness of the wastrel son of Lorenzo the 
M a g n i f i c e n t ,  M i c h e l a n g e l o  
answered: "In a thousand years no 
one will know how they looked!" Or, 
they will look as I have made them 
look, because my art will last a thou-
sand years, while their bodies and 
their reputations will be consumed by 
time. Time surrenders only to art and 
fable. 

Such was the myth of the Roman 
empire that it continued to be called 
Roman long after Rome had nothing 
to do with it. The term "Roman" 
added legitimacy to emperors of the 
east and west of Europe who were 
Turko-Greeks, French or Germans. 
Florence flourished under the pagan 
Romans, and when the eastern 
Roman empire under Constantine 
made Christianity legal, constructed a 
church on the spot where the glorious 
cathedral now stands, overpowering 
an opulent city with its scale and 
splendour. When power shifted west, 
Florence was ruled for three centuries 
by Charlemagne's Franks. In 1100 it 
won independence from the Ger-
mans who had taken possession, and 
with this began its age of glory as a city 
state, before bowing to Napoleon and 
then the Hapsburgs. In 1848 Italy 
began to cohere as a nation under 
Victor Emmanuel. Florence joined 
the new kingdom in 1860. Rome 
became the capital of modern Italy in 
1870; Florence remains the capital of 
European art.

Any city that can claim Giotto the 
architect, Donatello the sculptor, 
Benvenuto Cellini the jeweller, Dante 
("I am the father of the Italian lan-
guage") and Petrarch the poets, 
Boccaccio the storyteller, Amerigo 
Vespucci (now you know where 
America comes from) the discoverer, 
Galileo the scientist, and Raphael, 
Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo 
the artists as its children must have 

superlative genes. The statues of the 
city's best and brightest adorn the 
courtyard of the Uffizi gallery, home 
to Europe's greatest artistic treasures. 
The most remarkable of the statues 
are those of Dante Allighieri and 
Nicolo Machiavelli.

Dante seems a contradiction. 
Could anyone so austere and purse-
lipped really be in love with anyone 
but himself? And so Beatrice, his love 
and guide, must surely be an artistic 
conceit necessary for his journey 
through faith and prejudice across 
Paradise, Purgatory and Inferno.

Did Machiavelli really look that 
Machiavellian? The Florentines 
certainly think so. His eyes glitter in 
stone. they slant to the right as if a 
direct gaze would be too honest. A 
smile of high intelligence and low 
craft plays upon his lips. His head is 
bent forward, his shoulders seem to 
participate in a ploy, tilting to hide a 
stratagem. Those familiar with The 
Prince know that it is more realpolitik 
than ruthless, but the statue is a fine 
image of cunning. I did not find the 
cunning despicable. It was craft in 
service of power, not the craft of a 
moneylender who steals from the 
poor. And yet it made me shudder. For 
this was an image of power unhinged, 
of power without morality, or power 
unredeemed by any idea of service. 
The dharma of such power was only 
more power. 

I have not seen a statue of 
Chanakya. My image of him comes 
from a reading of Arthshashtra, a cool 
treatise rather than a cold one; 
untrammelled by sentiment but as 
heavily anchored to the good of the 
state as to the good of the monarch. I 
can see why Jawaharlal Nehru once 
flirted with the idea of becoming a 
Chanakya, even as he laughed at 
himself for such fantasising. He had 
no time for Machiavelli. 

A story illustrates the difference. 
Chanakya, after winning a kingdom 
for his prince, Chandragupta Maurya, 
sought permission to retire and return 
to Takshila. Chandragupta was 
aghast, for this was the time to reap 
the rewards of victory and rule. But for 
Chanakya, this was enough. He had a 
last word of advice to the new mon-
arch. He should make the defeated 
general a commander of his armies. 
This, said Chanakya, is the best guar-
antee of future peace. The lesson 
applies in today's politics as well. The 
first thing to do in victory is woo the 
next enemy, not make an enemy of a 
potential ally. 

Machiavelli went to prison and 
died powerless because he was too 
much in love with power. Chankya 

died in peace because he knew the 
limits and limitations of power. 

Are art and culture synonymous? 
Are you automatically cultured 
because you can create great art? 

I am not sure. Dante wrote super 
poetry, but was he cultured? It is 
fortunate that no one reads the whole 
of Dante in India. I got a brief look at 
him at university and returned to his 
work at greater length only during my 
researches on the conflicts between 
Muslims and Christians. Anyone who 
has read Dante on the Prophet of 
Islam and on Islamic icons like Hazrat 
Ali will know that Salman Rushdie has 
been banned for much less. Dante is 
vicious. Can a bigot be cultured? I 
think not. 

Florence is overwhelming even 
when glimpsed briefly. I have seen 
nothing, and yet after a visit to the 
New Sacristy of the Medici Chapel it 
seems as if I have seen everything, and 
must pause before I return to see 
more. Michelangelo's elegy to time in 
four statues is a pinnacle of human 
achievement. Lorenzo II died without 
a male heir at the age of 27, of 
tubercolosis and syphilis, symbol of 
the decay that killed the most colour-
ful and eponymous dynasty of Italy, 
the family that made Florence both a 
Jerusalem of art and a Babylon of sin. 
The artist was commenting on age 
that had disappeared, on a family that 
he loved, and on his own age, for he 
was in his 50s now, and tired ("If I work 
one day, I need four to rest" said the 

man who when inspired used to work 
with minimum sleep and less food). 
During the fourteen years he spent on 
the chapel, he lost his father, his 
favourite brother, his bastard-
stepbrother Pope Leo X, the Medici 
dynasty, and, to raise the ante, wit-
nessed the plagues of 1522 and 1527. 

Time is defined by four images: 
Dawn is a woman, with restless eyes, 
her body half asleep from the night 
and half-thrusting for the promise of 
the day. Beside her is Dusk, a man 
with a fading face, whose tired body 

heaves as it seeks rest from the labours 
of the day: you can see the marble 
body heave gently, and the illusion 
becomes the reality. Across the sac-
risty are Day and Night. Day is a 
powerful man whose face has been 
left deliberately incomplete, an 
impressionist series of chiselled 
notches, and whose limbs twist in 
myriad directions as he rests against 
one powerful arm draped behind his 
back. Night is beautiful, a gentle 
woman who sleeps in supple 
strength, a shimmer with a crescent 
moon on her forehead, an owl under 

her knee, and poppies under her feet. 
Michelangelo wrote verse on sleep: 

As long as shame and sorrow exist 
I'd rather not see or hear 
So speak softly and let me sleep. 

Beside Sleep lies a mask, at first 
sight demonic. But look intently at 
that mask, and it forms a face. Is that 
the signature of Michelangelo lying 
beside sleep? 
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Chanakya, after winning a kingdom for his prince, Chandragupta Maurya, sought permission to retire and return to 
Takshila. Chandragupta was aghast, for this was the time to reap the rewards of victory and rule. But for Chanakya, this 
was enough. Machiavelli went to prison and died powerless because he was too much in love with power. Chankya died 
in peace because he knew the limits and limitations of power. 
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