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         Middle East tensions and the drumbeat of Washington hawks continue to strain relations between Muslim and non-Muslim communities around the world, Marc S. Ellenbogen is doing something that some find inappropriate. He's trying to get people to talk.   


"I'm making attempts to bring people together, and I'm finding myself more and more alienated from my own country," says the president of "The Prague Society for International Cooperation," in reference to the United States. "I get this attitude of 'either you're with us or against us' and I'm sick of it."  


This "us and them" approach the White House has adopted in its War Against Terrorism appears to have even made discussion on related issues a suspect activity. Nonetheless, this past October 13th, the Prague Society hosted a symposium under the title, Living in a Multi-Cultural Society: Muslims and non-Muslims in Europe. It brought together fifteen participants, including Ambassador of the Arab League Fathi Marie, Deputy Speaker of England's House of Lords Baroness Caroline Cox, former Soviet Foreign Minister Boris D. Pankin, and Yossef Bodansky, Director of the Congressional Task Force on Terrorism and Unconventional Warfare in the US House of Representatives.


The day-long conference made it clear that differences connected to the issue couldn't be sharper. But what speaks even more tellingly about the positions that many policy-makers and diplomats are now taking is the process that led up to the event.

 The idea for a symposium on relations between the two communities in Europe came about in the spring of 2001. The Prague Society believed that European governments weren't adequately addressing the issue, due to indifference, political correctness, and fears of ruffling feathers in oil-rich Middle East states. A list of about 100 potential participants was drawn up, people were contacted, and letters of invitation went out. And then came September 11th. 

"We actually had people saying, 'I'm not going to sit down with those people any more,'" says Ellenbogen. About 40 potential participants eventually said they would be unwilling to take part. "This came from both the left and the right, both North America and the Middle East. I think some people were so much in shock that their positions just hardened to a black and white view of who was the enemy and who wasn't."

Nor were pull-outs restricted to participants. A number of sponsors decided they didn't want the visibility of being linked to such a conference. Companies concerned about keeping customers weren't about to get involved with an "Islam-related" event when there was the possibility of a war taking place. Segments of the free market feared what such free speech might air.

"Doing this work has got a lot tougher since September 11th ," concedes Ellenbogen.

Not that the Prague Society ever thought what they were getting into would be easy. Established in 1999, the group's "bridge-building" aims were initially targeted on developments within the Czech Republic. The five original founders understood the challenges of the post-'89 society because they'd all had first-hand experience with the pre-'89 one. Pavel Bratinka's human rights activities during Communism led to his being relegated to manual labor. Vera Egermayer had sought relief from such persecution by going abroad. Ivan Boháček took risks in putting out a samizdat version of the esteemed science journal Vesmír. Barbara Day had helped organize the "underground university," while Ellenbogen had served as a courier for these islands of free speech in a sea of repression.

The change of systems brought changes of fortunes. Editing Vesmír was no longer an illegal activity for Boháček. Bratinka helped found the Civic Democratic Alliance (ODA) and served as Deputy Foreign Minister. Egermayer eventually found herself Honorary Counsul of New Zealand to the Czech Republic. But not all the changes were good, and as the 1990s progressed, introducing democracy and a free market was proving to be a daunting task. It was not just the countless problems to address, but the fact that they were usually being dealt with in isolation. 

"When we got together informally in '97, '98, there was one thing we all started to notice," explains Ellenbogen. "There were organizations focused on the development of civil society, business, public policy, etc. But there was no one coordinating all these efforts. We saw a need for one organization that would create a synergy among disparate groups."

The Prague Society for International Cooperation thus sought to fill this local lacuna. Believing that "the future of Central Europe depends on the transparent communication that we encourage today," it has worked on creating and maintaining networks among key figures in business, politics, civil society and academia. But as its name suggests, the group didn't intend to limit its focus to the region. In May of last year, the Prague Society gathered 22 foreign ministers from around the world to reflect of the decade that had passed since the collapse of the Soviet Union. And its efforts to bring together disparate groups have been increasingly focused on other regions, particularly since September 11th.

"We've often found ourselves moderating between people who typically won't sit in the same room with each other elsewhere," says Ellenbogen. "We've gained a reputation for being able to create a forum that's neutral where people can speak freely."

This reputation was certainly put to the test at the October 13th symposium.


Admittedly, there was general consensus among those gathered that "no debate is taking place about the concrete issues of coexistence between different religions and philosophies, in particular in the case of Islam." But as the day wore on, this seemed one of the few facts everyone agreed on. A near palpable rift began to emerge between the participants, which if anything emphasized the need for more such discussions. Yet no matter how heated the debate became, people listened to each other and kept their seats, affirming Ellenbogen's assertion of being able to bring people to the table (and keep them there).


One point quickly came to the fore and seasoned the ensuing discussion with a taste that just wouldn't go away: that not every Muslim is a terrorist; that it is an extremely small portion of the community, with a dubious connection to the true Muslim faith. Yet even after all participants emphatically acknowledged this, the point was repeatedly reiterated when an opinion seemed to contradict the fact.


The no-holds-barred words of Youssef Bodansky (who, it was stressed, was speaking on his own behalf, not that of that of the US government) provoked the sharpest accusations of generalizing. Quoting statistics that some questioned, Bodansky asserted that out of approximately 1.2 billion Muslims worldwide, 5 million are connected to terrorist networks, with 2 million in Europe alone. After someone did the math, it was revealed that within Europe this was around .001% of all Muslims worldwide – in other words, an extremely small portion. 


But the impact of the figures had their effect, however miniscule they were in a relative sense. A point that Bodansky provocatively thrust home with the remark: "It may be a minority, but it's a minority that goes for the jugular."


Needless to say, no one was mincing words. Differing with one comment, Baroness Cox insisted that there were indeed "problems" that had to be labeled as such and dealt with. She referred to well-documented film footage of extreme Islamists training in the UK, which had been engrained on the minds of the British public. She agreed with Brodsky's belief that Muslim leaders in Europe weren't doing enough to "root out the bad apples" and work with authorities as was happening in the US.


Participant Yousif al-Khoei countered that Cox's arguments were "fundamentally flawed." The director of the London-based Al-Kohoei Foundation said that groups like his are making efforts to bring understanding between the two communities, but such efforts often go unreported in the media. Noting the hypocritical support given to Saudi Arabia and Egypt, al-Khoei said the West's interest in the Middle East revolved around oil, not human rights and democracy. Cox's words, he said, were merely serving to "show Muslims in a bad light" and he warned that extreme strains of religion "thrive best under pressure."     

If the opinions expressed did not always speak hopefully about finding common ground any time soon, there was nonetheless a refreshing sense that facades – so often in place during such discussion forums – had been cast aside. However disparate the viewpoints, there was the feeling that these things had to be said, not so much to provoke (though this indeed happened), but to let others know who where one stood. 

Several times during the symposium, the idea of a "clash of civilizations" came up, referring to the article (later expanded into a book) written by political scientist Samuel P. Huntington in the early 1990s, which saw a rise in adherents following the September 11th attacks. Although most who uttered the term discounted it's existence in today's world, one participant warned there was a danger of it becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy, if people continued to be forced into positions they normally wouldn't take. 


"The idea of a 'clash of civilizations' has obviously been overblown, but we still must be careful," said Shareefa Choudhury of the "Forum Against Islamophobia and Racism" in the UK. "Because if enough people start believing it's true, then it will happen."    


The Prague Society is striving to ensure that such myths don't acquire validity, believing that open dialogue is an essential part of this process. Czech journalist and Prague Society member Jan Jůn acknowledged that the symposium had revealed "fear and suspicion on both sides." But he suggested that, in explaining why we felt that way and listening to why others had similar anxieties, steps were being taken toward reaching understanding.

 Summing up, Jůn announced: "No one has reason to be suspicious or fear something he knows well."
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