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Consequently,
Muslims like me
who follow the
path of
temperance and

tolerance now before

ECENTLY,
I have
started

reflecting on the
implications of
being a Muslim
in a world that is
predisposed to
think that Islam
is a religion of
violence and hate.

True, I don't wear my religion on my
sleeve. But in the current Islamophobic
environment in much of the western
world, just being different means one is
viewed with suspicion and hostility. I
have thus become aware of my identity
as a brown, Muslim woman as never

Growing up in Bangladesh and in a

find themselves
between a rock
and a hard
place. We are
the victims of
Islamophobia
on the one hand

liberal family, “Muslimness” was never
part of my conscious being. My first
religious experience was that of listening
to my grandmother recite the Quran
every morning in her soft, sweet voice.
This ritual was a source of tremendous
comfort and touched a spiritual chord.
Since my parents and teachers
emphasised humaneness, religion for
me was a spiritual guideline for striving
to be a better human being.

But then things began to change.

and encounter
persecution and
censure from
extremist
Muslims on the
other.

When I first moved to the US in the
eighties, I heard stories of discrimination
- how people of my colour, race or
religion were denied apartment rentals
or rejected in job interviews despite their
high qualifications. I have been more or
less spared these traumatic experiences
except for occasional subtle forms of
social discrimination. Perhaps [ was in
denial and did not allow these thoughts

to override my positive experiences of

which there were many. For example, 1
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remember reading a powerful

article written by a parent about

how it feels when it dawns on you
that you have a child with special
needs. She drew an analogy with taking
a vacation to Paris. Before embarking
on your journey you do all your
homework on Paris. You learn a bit of
the language, brush up on your French
culture, check the weather, pack your
clothes and head for the airport. But to
your utter surprise the pilot announces
that for some unavoidable reason the
destination has changed to Oslo. You
are at a complete loss as you are
hopelessly unprepared. Paris here being
the petfect neuro-typical child that you
were expecting to have; Oslo is
someone you have no idea how to deal
with,

I had a reasonably healthy pregnancy
and the twins came along on March 21,
1995. My son, although a little grumpy,
reached his milestones a little ahead of
my daughter. He knew a few words and
exhibited reasonable social skills. At
about 11 months of age, my husband
noticed that he was losing eye contact.
He also began to lose some of the
above skills. We were constantly
comparing him with his twin sister who
was showing signs of a neuro-typical
child. This is the stage I went into
denial and sought solace comments like
“boys are always slower than girls at this
age; he will catch up you will see.”

When the twins turned 15 months
old it was getting increasingly difficult
to engage my son in play activities. The
temper tantrums were becoming more
frequent and serious. He found it
difficult to sleep at night. Only certain
musical videos of nursery rthymes
seemed to calm him. Then started the
trips to doctors, specialists, and our
own research. Finally, we took our son
to see a neurologist in Mumbai and the
verdict of autism was given.

Life took a different turn filled with
confusion; panic and self-pity. It did
not spare the grandparents and the

felt good when the African American
cashier at the neighbourhood grocery
store greeted me with “Salam, Ms. Ali".
It reinforced my belief that in this
country you could be different and still
be a piece of the American mosaic.,
The past year's developments have
dealt a blow to my faith in America as a
country of religious freedom and equal
opportunity. The Trump campaign's
anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim

o ®

rhetoric has radically changed the
national narrative. The right wing media
is now conducting a full-scale anti-
Islamic propaganda. Any journalist who
has visited a Muslim country once or
any ex-Intelligence agency employee is
elevated to the level of an “expert” and
feels free to project Islam as a religion of
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population has a hard time
distinguishing between “Muslim
terrorists” and mainstream Muslims. By
extrapolation, most Muslims living in
America are viewed as potential home-
grown terrorists. This has resulted in
hate crimes like the killing of an Indian
in Olathe, Kansas by a white man who
thought his victim was Iranian. The
attacker obviously was ignorant about
Islam, India or Iran. His motivating

factor was hate - the hate propagated by

the current administration that

continues to label Muslims as "bad

guys” who are against "American values”.
Consequently, Muslims like me who

follow the path of temperance and

tolerance now find themselves between

a rock and a hard place. We are the

hand and encounter persecution and
censure from extremist Muslims on the
other.

The question is what can we say or
do in the face of the prevailing bias and
prejudice? Do we recoil into a shell?
Should we dwell in fear and anxiety? Or
should we channel our energy into
positive actions to demonstrate that
Muslims are as American as other
citizens and they too have dreams and
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aspirations of a better life in a
harmonious society.

Since much of the intolerance on
both sides is the result of a lack of
understanding between communities,
the issue needs to be addressed through
constructive debates and open dialogue.
Recent interfaith efforts initiated by
Jewish, Christian and Muslim

communities are an indication that the
current crisis may have unified people of
different faiths - at least the lines of
communication have been opened. This
was also demonstrated by the fact that
Americans of all races, religion and
colour banded together to protest
against the travel ban against Muslims
imposed by President Trump.

I was hesitant about writing this
column since religion is a sensitive and
volatile topic. But I chose to express my
thoughts since religious freedom is in
peril in much of the world - and I
don't mean only the Muslim world.
Hence remaining silent would mean
conceding to the bullies on both sides -
the Islamophobes as well as the Islamic
fundamentalists.

Let me end by quoting from a
Charter of Privileges that the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) issued to protect
the monks of St Catherine Monastery
in Mt Sinai (628 CE).

“This is a message from Muhammad
ibn Abdullah, as a covenant to those
who adopt Christianity, near and far,
we are with them. Verily 1, the servants,
the helpers, and my followers defend
them, because Christians are my
citizens; and by Allah! I hold out
against anything that displeases them.
No compulsion is to be on them.”

My parting question to those who
criticise Islam as a religion of hate as
well as the Islamic fundamentalists
who propagate hatred and violence:
What about Islam's core message of
compassion and tolerance in the
quagmire of our personal prejudices
and bigotry?

The writer is a renowned Rabindra Sangeet
exponent and a former employee of the Warld

violence and hate. The general

victims of Islamophobia on the one

WORLD AUTISM AWARENESS DAY
Destination unknown: A parent's perspective

extended family. Sadly, no one knew
how to help. I didn't have a plan. I was
learning as I was going,

In 1998 when the twins turned three
I got an opportunity to work in
London. Initially this was to be a two
year assignment and my husband and 1
were naive enough to think that our
son would be cured in two years
making it possible for us to move back
to Bangladesh. And so my family split

and I moved to London while my
husband stayed back in Dhaka to look
after his business. I had to split yet
another family, that of my parents. My
mother decided to accompany me as
she realised that it would be impossible
for me to settle in a foreign country
juggling between a demanding job and
my children.

And so began a bumpy life in
London. The world of special needs
opened up to us with all its intensity.

There was so much to take on board, to
understand how my little boy could be
helped, especially with regard to the
educational system and SEND (Special

Educational Needs and Disability). One

point that was driven home very clearly
was that life was never going to be easy
with an autistic child, No provisions
would be offered to him simply
because he deserved them based on his
needs.

My aim was to be an active player in
all decisions being taken for my son by
the authorities. But with each passing
day I realised that the only way I could
do that was to educate myself on the
extremely complicated system made for
people with learning difficulties and
disabilities. Believing strongly in the
adage "knowledge is power” I engaged
in various voluntary activities which
gave me an insight into policies and
policy makers.

Throughout the last 22 years I came
into contact with various decision
making bodies and experts on
education, health, social services,
employment and everything in
between. I went through two Special
Educational Needs tribunals in order to
help my son get access to provisions
necessary for him, This led to my son
getting home based ABA (Applied
Behavioural Analysis) for three years. I
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practically ran a school for him at
home. Afterwards he attended a
specialist day school where there were
children of mixed special needs, which
proved to be totally inappropriate for
him. This led to a second tribunal as a
result of which he moved to a specialist
term only residential school with a 24-
hour curriculum.

Thereafter, on turning 19, he
attended a specialist college and moved
to a residential supported living setting,.

Bank.

While my son was transitioning to
adulthood I was scouting all over the
UK looking for a suitable place for him,
This turned out to be yet another battle
as the local authorities would put up
one obstacle or another. Thus started
the painful process of building up a
case for my son which eventually led to
him getting the placement we were
looking for after all.

Working with the local council as a
volunteer in various capacities gave me
a stronger say in the policies. I met
many parents whom I tried to help via
Parent to Parent Helpline for three
years with the National Autistic
Society:.

The council sponsored programme
which I am most proud to be a part
of is the Parent Champion
programme. This scheme provides
WAND disability cards to the person
in question and allows certain
privileges in public places. A WAND
Card is really handy when going to
stores, using public transport,
amusement parks, cinemas etc. as the
holder and his/her carer gets priority
when waiting in lines, and saves the
family from the embarrassment of
having to explain the child’s situation,
especially when the special need is not
obvious. To qualify for WAND card
one has to become a member of
Disabled Children's register which
help local authorities make
appropriate provisions for disabled
people coming into the system.

I tried my best to help my son in
every way that I could and that is all
one can do. My son keeps learning
slow and steady although he has a
long way to go. We are so proud of his
achievements over the years given that
he has to constantly deal with so
many adversities. We could not have
asked for a better child, and we thank
God for giving him to us.

The writer Is actively Involved with SEND (Special
Educational Needs & Disabllity) in the UK and
raising awareness for autism both in the UK and
Bangladesh. She is a mother of a child with ASD.

My aim was to
be an active
player in all
decisions being
taken for my
son by the
authorities. But
with each
passing day I
realised that
the only way I
could do that
was to educate
myself on the
extremely
complicated
system made for
people with
learning

difficulties and
disabilities.

” QUOTABLE Quiote

ever, never be afraid to do what's right,
lly if the well-being of a person or animal
is at stake. Society's punishments are small
compared to the wounds we fnﬁim our soul
Y.
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when we look the other
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AMERICAN BAPTIST MINISTER AND ACTIVIST WHO WAS
A LEADER IN THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
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- BEETLE BAILEY BY MORT WALKER

LONG IT WOLLD BE
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